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I N T R O

The Tasks of Peace Await
Søren Werther Kjær Rasmussen

I
n May 1945, as the war in Europe came to an end, leading actors across 
Europe viewed the transition towards peace as a monumental task com-
prising both obligation and possibility. In Norway, the leadership of the 
Home Front expressed this succinctly when they declared that: “The tasks 

of war have been resolved; the tasks of peace await. They demand that, together, 
we do everything in our power to restore our democracy and our rule of law.”1 
This statement embodied the commonly held sentiment at the time: that the 
end of the war did not simply call for administrative normalisation, but for the 
complete re-establishment of the democratic institutions, social cohesion, and 
civic trust. This was not just the case in Norway, as these notions were prevalent 
in many post-war European countries. This sentiment had also captured the 
Danish public where there was widespread agreement that the post-war period 
should involve a comprehensive reconstruction of society: economic recovery, 
social assistance for war victims, punishment of wartime collaborators. For the 
authorities, the ultimate goal was the gradual reintegration of these groups back 
into society.2 In Denmark, the point of departure for this transformation was 
launched from a relatively intact platform. The Minister of Labour and Social 
Affairs, Hans Hedtoft, noted that Denmark had been spared from some of the 
worst consequences of war compared to most other European countries: “We 
had no Danish Quisling. Our civil administration and our production apparatus 
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have been preserved intact. Through this the Danish people have been spared 
much hardship and misery.”3

Nevertheless, there was still much rebuilding to be done, and the future 
remained uncertain, which was also emphasised by the minister. For other 
countries the restoration process was far more difficult. In Finland, which had 
surrendered after two wars with the Soviet Union, hundreds of thousands of 
displaced people and war veterans now demanded support from the state.4 In 
Italy, the population had to adjust to democracy while simultaneously rebuild-
ing a nation devastated by war. Here it remained an open question whether or 
not a functioning democracy could be built upon or around the existing fascist 
social structures or if they could serve as a foundation for reconstruction at all. 
Genuine innovation was required to solve these issues.5

Even among the victorious powers, the problems created by the war were far 
from resolved. For Britain, European reconstruction was closely tied to the inter-
national debate about how to handle refugees and other displaced persons in 
British-occupied Germany. At the same time, the British government faced signif-
icant challenges with domestic reconstruction, while also dealing with thousands 
of German prisoners of war who were to undergo democratic re-education in 
Britain before they could be repatriated back to a new and democratic Germany.

Despite the considerable challenges that marked the immediate post-war 
period, the summer of 1945 across Western Europe was an unusually open-ended 
historical moment. Occupation regimes had collapsed, wartime restrictions had 
been lifted, and the future appeared, if only briefly, open to reimagining a new 
world order. Yet this sense of openness was inseparably linked with a profound 
sense of urgency. Reconstruction was not merely a promise of change; it was 
widely perceived as a necessity. For many politicians and resistance fighters, 
rebuilding Western Europe entailed economic and social reconstruction. For 
many, though by no means all, it also meant restoring democracy and strength-
ening the social foundations on which democratic life could rest.6

The immediate post-war years were consequently not a simple return to 
the “normality” of the pre-war world, after an abnormal interlude. This period 
constituted a transitional phase in which political imagination, moral judge-
ment, institutional improvisation, and social need all converged at a pivotal 
point. Beyond the usual political rulers from the pre-war period, there were 
also veterans’ groups and members of the resistance who demanded political 
influence in the liberated countries, and who held views on the organisation of 
society, and at times these entities even had social policy ambitions.7 Across the 
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liberated parts of Europe, states and societies faced a set of practical yet founda-
tional questions: who belonged in the post-war community, and on what terms? 
How should societies deal with wartime collaborators and deserters, refugees 
and displaced persons, prisoners, veterans, resistance fighters, and survivors of 
The Holocaust? What forms of welfare provision, punishment, reconciliation, 
and democratic re-education were required to secure peace? And to what extent 
did post-war policies represent a break with the past, the continuity of existing 
institutions, or a negotiated compromise between the two?

This anthology is the final product of the Danish research project De Udstødte, 
De Uvelkomne og De Beundrede carrying the English title The Outcasts, the 
Unwelcome, and the Admired which was carried out through a collaboration 
between the University of Southern Denmark, HSB (Historical Collection from 
the Occupation Period), The Varde Museums and Viborg Museum—all of which 
has been generously sponsored by the Velux Foundation.8

While the Danish case studies from this project have already been examined 
in a separate Danish anthology, this anthology aims to widen the scope and place 
the Danish cases in a comparative framework that treats Denmark as just one 
case of many within the broader European transition from warfare to welfare 
in the post-war period.9 The chapters in this work are inspired by presentations 
and debates that took place during the international conference From Warfare to 
Welfare? Resocialisation and Democratisation after World War II in Odense, 8–9 
October 2025, which brought together scholars working on post-war reintegra-
tion, reconstruction, and the difficult tasks of creating democratic communities.10 

1 9 4 5  A S  A N  O P E N  M O M E N T
Historians have long debated occupation and war in the context of how it caus-
es ruptures, or continuity, or something in between when it comes to societal 
norms, cohesion and structure. In some cases, all three perspectives are at play 
at once and they are all indispensable when making this type of analysis. Yet to 
understand the immediate post-war years as they were lived and governed by 
European populations and rulers, it is productive to treat this period as an open 
moment: a phase in which the range of plausible possibilities appeared much 
broader than what they would later seem in retrospect. This open-endedness, 
however, did not imply that anything was possible, or that societies were reset to 
“zero”. Institutions, elites, administrative habits, and legal traditions still remained 
powerful, but the end of the war disrupted established hierarchies of honour and 
belonging, and it created strong pressures for political action.11
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This anthology therefore treats the post-1945 transition not as a straight-for-
ward and forgone conclusion in the shift from autocracy to democracy, or from 
warfare to welfare, but as a contested process of resocialisation and democrati-
sation, which are terms that are used in a broad sense throughout this anthology. 
Resocialisation refers here to the practical and symbolic work of bringing people 
back into the social and civic order of society: through welfare provisions, surveil-
lance, schooling, labour-market inclusion, legal rehabilitation, and, at times, 
punishment. Democratisation denotes both the restoration of societal institutions 
and the attempt to, explicitly or implicitly, shape civic norms, political loyalties, 
and the notions of what citizenship entails after the collapse of wartime regimes 
and wartime economies.

T H E  S T R U C T U R A L  C H A L L E N G E S  O F  T H E  P O S T - W A R  T R A N S I T I O N
The first post-war years were shaped by a set of interconnected problem clusters 
that were present all across Europe, albeit, with varying intensity and configu-
ration depending on differing national experiences of occupation, collaboration, 
resistance, displacement, and state capacity. These clusters formed the structural 
and moral context through which post-war societies attempted to navigate the 
transition from war to peace.

A central feature of this transition was the pressure of the expectations that 
were blossoming among the populations of Europe by the end of the war. In many 
cases, the public articulated powerful and often conflicting wishes for compen-
sation, justice, and material recovery, while political actors sought stabilisation 
and governability. For some, the post-war moment promised social renewal and 
reform; for others, restoration and normalisation. These expectations were not 
merely rhetorical, but actively shaped policy agendas, institutional priorities, 
and political conflict.12

At the same time, some post-war governments perpetuated the ideals of 
centralised planning and continued forms of social engineering that developed 
during the 1930s and expanded under the wartime conditions. Administrative 
tools, expert knowledge, and interventionist practices were utilised in different 
ways; sometimes in support of welfare expansion and democratic education and 
sometimes in the service of surveillance, categorisation, and containment which 
will be demonstrated in this anthology.

Acute need for social reform and administrative experimentation further 
characterised this period. Emergency relief, compensation regimes, housing 
initiatives, employment and training schemes, child welfare and family policies, 
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and public health responses to physical and psychological trauma all became 
central focal points of post-war governance. Yet welfare expansion was rarely a 
linear or universal process. It was shaped by moral hierarchies of deservingness 
and constrained by fiscal limitations and political contestation, often producing 
uneven and exclusionary outcomes.

The conceptual ideals of liberal democracy itself were interrogated and scru-
tinised with regard to legitimacy and stability. Democratic institutions were not 
simply restored but actively debated, constructed, defended, and in some cases 
redesigned. The challenge extended beyond the mere reinstatement of post-
war parliamentary routines in order to rebuild trust, civic cohesion, and politi-
cal authority in societies marked by polarisation and memories of betrayal. The 
outcomes of these processes were often ambivalent. In many cases, the post-
war period produced tangible societal change, though on very different scales 
across countries and through measures that were sometimes surprisingly limited 
in scope. At the same time, as the British historian Martin Conway has noted 
in his work on post-war Belgium, societies in several instances retained much 
of their pre-war social and political structure, despite pressure from disruptive 
social conditions, manifesting in the rise of communist parties, extremism and 
the disruptive effects of the war itself.13 In some cases, the absence of deeper 
structural change was not a sign of failure but rather the result of immediate 
post-war responses to acute social problems, which prioritised stability over 
transformation.

Finally, the war created a range of concrete social “problem groups” that 
posed urgent challenges to governance. Displaced persons, refugees, demobilised 
soldiers, former prisoners, wartime collaborators, and resistance veterans did 
not readily fit into the pre-war institutional categories. As this anthology demon-
strates, the stability of the post-war restructuring period depended significantly 
on how these groups were integrated, rehabilitated, re-educated, compensated, 
or, in some cases, excluded.

T h e  P i v o t  o f  P o s t - W a r  P o l i t i c s  i n t o  R e i n t e g r a t i o n
A key argument in this anthology is that social reintegration was not a margin-
al administrative task; it was a pivot of post-war politics. Decisions regarding 
wartime collaborators, refugees, veterans, and resistance fighters would not 
only constitute decisions about the actual people found in these groups, but 
would simultaneously entail decisions about democracy, social order, and the 
boundaries of the concept of citizenship. The conference that inspired this an-
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thology highlighted this point across a diverse set of cases. Studies of legal purges 
and post-release regimes of prisoners and captives showed how some states 
combined punishment with the practical need to prevent social destabilisation 
through labour-market inclusion, surveillance, and selective social assistance.14 

The effort spent on German prisoners of war in Britain and on educational 
initiatives focused on refugees shows how democratisation was sometimes 
pursued through everyday socialisation, introducing norms, habits, and “ways 
of life” as much as through formal civic instruction. At the same time, these 
efforts were underpinned by the assumption that former enemies and traitors 
to the nation would, at some point, return into the fold of society and therefore 
they needed to be reintegrated in order to avoid the creation of a shunned pariah 
caste which was observed in the treatment of convicted “traitors” in Norway and 
Denmark.15 

Investigations of many different refugees and displaced persons, from German 
refugees in Denmark to Karelians in Finland, show how resettlement, schooling, 
and land allocation policies could become tools of reconstruction, while also 
generating new hierarchies and tensions.16 

Comparable studies on institutional reforms such as the Italian debates over 
social insurance governance and industrial democracy resonate with the Danish 
cases in which post-war settlements sought to balance renewal with the inher-
ited administrative cultures.17

The Danish approach, in this context, is especially instructive. Denmark 
combined an unusually strong administrative continuity with intense moral-po-
litical contestation determining the meaning of resistance, collaboration, and 
victimhood; and it dealt with the large-scale refugee presence utilising more 
selective, symbolically charged compensation policies. The Danish case thus 
helps illuminate how the concepts of “welfare” and “democracy” were constructed 
in the post-war period, not only through grand constitutional design, but through 
the formation of eligibility rules, educational programmes, and everyday admin-
istrative decisions.

T H E  S C O P E  O F  T H I S  A N T H O L O G Y 
The purpose of this anthology is not to provide a comprehensive account of every 
institution involved in post-war reconstruction across Europe, nor does it offer 
a comprehensive catalogue of inquiries into the social problems present in the 
post-war period. Rather, the chapters in the anthology examine the principles, 
practices, and political struggles through which post-war societies sought to 
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create peace and stability by formulating functional response mechanisms in 
relation to the different social groups affected by the war. This will be exemplified 
through the investigation of a multitude of different case studies.

Against this backdrop, this anthology explores how post-war states and the 
actors within civil-society defined and managed questions of deservingness, 
danger, and belonging, and how reintegration policies combined welfare and 
discipline, inclusion and exclusion, compromise and moral judgement. It further 
examines the extent to which wartime experiences shaped the trajectories of 
post-war welfare and democratic norms and asks where post-war societal refor-
mation was characterised by rupture, where it rested on continuity, and where 
it took the form of negotiated hybrid solutions.

Methodologically, the anthology brings together perspectives from social 
policy history, political history, legal and administrative history, war and post-war 
history, and the history of education and citizenship. It approaches the post-war 
reconstruction period as a field fraught with conflict and negotiation between 
resistance actors and political elites, between administrators and claimants, and 
between national mythologies and international pressures.18

S T R U C T U R E  O F  T H E  A N T H O L O G Y
The chapters are organised around the central arenas in which post-war rein-
tegration was contested and implemented. One set of contributions focuses on 
legal reckoning and the resocialisation of groups of people convicted of crimes 
and other malfeasance in connection with the war, where the tension between 
punishment and social stability was apparent in both policy design and the every-
day practice of the resocialisation process. Other chapters examine refugees, 
displaced persons, and the democratic educational initiatives tailored for them, 
highlighting how states confronted mass social need, international obligations, 
and the inherent conflicts and disagreements that occur when the values of 
humanitarianism and security need to be promoted concurrently.

Other chapters address veterans, resistance actors, and compensation 
regimes, analysing how recognition, trauma, and social rights were negotiated 
through law, administrative procedures, and the institutions of civil society. 
Finally, the anthology considers several processes of institutional reconstruction 
and democratic legitimation, exploring how post-war societies balanced societal 
continuity and reform.

Denmark’s development during this period provides a recurring analytical 
anchor for the anthology as a whole. Yet the volume also situates Denmark within 
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a wider comparative framework, drawing on cases that reveal both the shared 
patterns and national specificities through which post-war Europe moved from 
warfare to welfare.
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C H A P T E R  1

From Revenge to Probation 
Service: Convicted Wartime 
Collaborators in Denmark 

after World War II
Dorte Kook Lyngholm and Henrik Lundtofte

I
n Denmark, World War II was followed by a legal reckoning with wartime 
collaborators. In the years following the war and the German occupation, 
approximately 13,500 Danes were convicted of treason. The thirst for 
revenge was near insatiable, but the challenge of reintegrating this large 

group of convicted traitors into society was unavoidable. This chapter examines 
‘the long legal reckoning’—the part of the reckoning that followed the trials of 
the traitors. 

In recent years, much research has been conducted in this field within the 
paradigm of transitional justice.1 Although resocialisation is considered to be a 
relevant element of punishment in many theories of punishment—or perhaps 
the very purpose of punishment—it has played a remarkably small role in this 
field of research. Jon Elster, a prominent researcher in transitional justice, states 
this interesting fact in an international research overview. His point being that 
resocialisation is of marginal importance to transitional justice, as the primary 
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purpose of resocialisation, which is to prevent recidivism, is meaningless in this 
context: “The idea of ‘treating’ generals or torturers so that they will not take 
power again or not engage in sadistic practices is absurd”.2 It is telling that this 
field of research was previously grouped under the term retroactive justice—stud-
ies of legal reckonings have predominantly revolved around a backward-looking 
perspective.

In the latest research into Norwegian legal reckoning with wartime collabo-
rators, historian Anika Seemann argues that the reckoning must be understood 
in a broad political and social context that considers the changing phases of the 
reckoning. She shows that resocialisation was a focus of attention for the Norwe-
gian authorities early on and throughout the reconstruction period, but her work 
does not examine the resocialisation efforts themselves and their consequences.3 

One exception is the Belgian and Dutch resocialisation efforts. In her pioneer-
ing study historian Helen Grevers emphasises the research potential of the field: … 
it is precisely by studying the execution of the punishment that underlying ideol-
ogies and interest are exposed, and this can demonstrate how well defined citi-
zenship was”.4 Her comparative studies conclude that while convicted wartime 
collaborators in nationally divided Belgium were forced to learn to love their 
nation and state, the Netherlands took a more socio-economic approach, as the 
post-war analysis concluded that wartime collaborators had primarily been 
driven by economic and social motives.5

This chapter studies the Danish legal reckoning with wartime collaborators 
by incorporating a forward-looking perspective. It deals with the consequences 
of the treason trials – both at the authoritative level and when considering indi-
vidual convicted collaborators. The findings contained within this chapter are 
based on studies of parliamentary debates, daily newspapers, criminological 
periodicals, and publications from the Danish resistance movement. The empir-
ical examination of resocialisation in practice is based on prisoner records and 
journals from prisons and penal camps combined with records of the supervi-
sory authorities during the probation period of the wartime collaborators. The 
study covers approximately 100 convicted wartime collaborators and includes 
both ‘small’ collaborators and more severe cases of wartime collaboration. The 
‘small’ collaborators received relatively short sentences. A typical example of such 
an infraction was if the individual had been a volunteer in the Waffen-SS. While 
members of the police auxiliary force known as Hilfspolizei or “Hipo” were often 
given severe prison sentences, including life imprisonment because of their role in 
brutally policing their fellow Danes on behalf of the German occupying forces.6
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Firstly, the chapter analyses the change of course in policy by the Danish 
authorities when they began to prioritise the resocialisation of convicted collab-
orators rather than focussing on punishment alone. What was the motivation of 
this change? And what did this change of course mean for prisoner treatment and 
probation services after release? Secondly, the chapter examines the practice of 
resocialisation. What impact did the efforts of the authorities have on convicted 
collaborators? And finally, how did resocialisation work in practice within the 
prison system and after release?

R E P R E S S I O N  O R  R E S O C I A L I S A T I O N ?
Shortly after the end of the German occupation the Danish Parliament passed 
a treason law known as the Criminal Code Supplement. Penalties for wartime 
collaboration were severe. The minimum sentence was four years’ imprisonment, 
and the death penalty was reinstated. In addition, a conviction under this law 
also entailed the loss of civil rights for the convicted individual. The atmosphere 
after the occupation was heated and the purpose of the punishments that were 
handed down was primarily for revenge, deterrence, and exclusion of the traitors.7 
The commentaries to the treason law explicitly stated: “The educational aspect 
of punishment must […] generally be set aside”.8

Nevertheless, the question of resocialisation of convicted wartime collabora-
tors surprisingly quickly became an issue clearing the way, not only a return to 
pre-war practises, but to a modernised way of treating prisoners in general.9 A 
crucial initiative in this development came from Mogens Fog, who was a minister 
in the Danish government and who had been a prominent member of the resis
tance movement during the occupation. In September 1945 he wrote a front-page 
article in Frit Danmark – a magazine published by the resistance movement. The 
title of the article was “Punishment is not enough”. Fog argued that it was crucial 
to view the convicted collaborators as individuals and to initiate measures to help 
them reintegrate into society after having served their sentences. “It will be to the 
country’s great harm if we instead breed a cohesive, criminal pariah caste that 
will remain in conscious opposition to democracy for the rest of their lives.”10 If 
the convicted were excluded from society indefinitely, they would pose a threat 
to social and democratic stability.

The debate continued from this point, and in October, an expert committee 
was formed by Frit Danmark, which published a report on the importance of the 
resocialisation of the convicted traitors in November. These views were supported 
by the leading experts of the country at the annual meeting of the Danish Asso-
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ciation of Criminalists.11 The main topics of the meeting were the treason law 
and its enforcement and tensions were running high among the delegates. In 
the presence of one of the main architects of the treason law, former Minister 
of Justice Niels Busch-Jensen, the law was described as: “The most reactionary, 
expertise-defying law passed in living memory.”12 The experts characterised the 
treason law as a step backwards in Danish penal law that needed urgent revision. 
The meeting concluded with Minister of Justice Aage Elmquist announcing the 
formation of a committee within the Ministry of Justice to address the revision 
of the treason law. The announcement was met with applause.13

A  C H A N G E  O F  C O U R S E
The report from the committee conducted by the Ministry of Justice was com-
pleted in February 1946 and in June 1946 a revision of the treason law was passed 
in the Danish Parliament.14 The revised law introduced several changes that 
improved the reintegration prospects of the convicted wartime collaborators. 
The most significant change was the introduction of probation from which the 
convicted collaborators had been excluded in the original treason law. Probation 
required that they had served at least two-thirds of their sentence with a mini-
mum of one year. The revised treason law also reduced the minimum sentence 
to two years’ imprisonment and reduced the loss of civil rights. At this point 
both politicians, experts and the resistance movement clearly recognised that 
resocialisation was necessary. 

Also in February 1946, a separate committee had been formed in order to 
address the conditions of the individuals serving prison sentences. The commit-
tee found that existing regulations regarding the treatment of prisoners were 
outdated and thus issued recommendations changing treatment practices for 
both wartime collaborators and other regular criminal offenders. The position 
of the committee was that the main purpose of incarceration was to improve the 
prisoners’ opportunities in society after having served their sentences.15 This led 
to a significant change in the principles that defined the framework for serving 
prison sentences in general. The law was passed in May 1947, granting those 
convicted of treason the same prison conditions as other criminal offenders. The 
central principle became normalisation – prison life should resemble life in soci-
ety as closely as possible. The deprivation of liberty was now seen as punishment 
enough, and the prison stay should not cause the prisoner additional suffering.16

This more lenient approach towards convicted wartime collaborators gradu-
ally resulted in extensive reductions in sentences. Within the Ministry of Justice, 
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there was a growing desire to bring the legal reckoning to an end and to adopt 
the pragmatic point of view that prisoners should not be imprisoned for longer 
than necessary. As demonstrated by legal historian Ditlev Tamm, 1947 became a 
regular turning point in this process, after which extensive pardons and sentence 
reductions were handed down to many of the convicted collaborators. For exam-
ple, many convicted collaborators were released on the Danish Constitution 
Day and the King’s birthday in 1948 after serving half of their sentences. Many 
sentences that had been handed down earlier on in the reckoning process were 
also mitigated on the recommendation of the so-called Appeal Board.17 Overall, 
only twenty-six per cent of the convicted collaborators ended up serving their 
full sentences.18

This development was characterised by a genuine paradigm shift, which 
had nothing to do with forgiveness. Fundamentally, it had to do with the social 
and political stability of Danish post-war society by preventing the growth of a 
radicalised minority of former collaborators. The prison authorities and many 
politicians regarded reintegration of the collaborators into the labour market as 
the key to turn the convicted individuals into productive members of society.

A  S T A T E  P R O B A T I O N  O F F I C E
The treason trials became a catalyst for new initiatives concerning prisoners—
even some initiatives affecting former prisoners after their release.19 Up until then 
the care of released criminals had been handled by private organisations affiliat-
ed with the prisons from which the prisoners were released.20 These companies 
were under great strain looking at the prospect of the release of the large number 
of convicted collaborators. In February 1946, the head of these companies, K. 
Leudesdorff, remarked: “We cannot cast 10,000 individuals out of society and 
thereby create an extremely dangerous pariah caste. I dread the thought of how 
we will manage to reintegrate them. I believe it will be virtually impossible to 
place them in ordinary workplaces—no one dares to employ them”.21

Both Frit Danmark and the committee within the Ministry of Justice working 
on the conditions of collaborators serving prison time recommended a state-led 
solution. The issue became very urgent following the above-mentioned revision 
of the treason law that permitted probation for the convicted collaborators in June 
1946. On 14 June 1946, a state probation office was established in Copenhagen.22 
This office was designed to serve multiple functions: as a support office for super-
vision carried out by prisons and penal camps, as an independent supervisory 
institution, and as a central register for all collaborators released on probation. 
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The head of the office was P. Ammundsen, a former member of the resistance 
movement and probation secretary at Horsens State Prison.23 

R E S O C I A L I S A T I O N  E F F O R T S  I N  T H E  P R I S O N S
The change of course from punishment to resocialisation is excellently demon-
strated by the case of “Jens”.24 Born in 1926, Jens was an apprentice in Copen-
hagen, but because of his Nazi family and his membership of the Danish Nazi 
youth organisation of the DNSAP, he was harassed by colleagues and threatened 
by the resistance. In 1944 Jens became a member of the auxiliary police force, 
the notorious “Hipo” or Hilfspolizei, which worked closely together with the 
Gestapo. However, he never took part in violent action against members of the 
resistance – Jens was serving as an armed guard and in the kitchens at the Hipo 
barracks outside of Copenhagen. During the legal reckoning after the war the 
standard penalty for having been a member of the auxiliary police was ten years 
in prison. However, in the case of Jens, his young age and Nazi family environ-
ment constituted mitigating circumstances which reduced the sentence to six 
years in prison.25 

Even though young Danes like Jens had been socialised in Nazi subcultures 
and been a member of an extremist corps like the Hipo, they were never subjected 
to intense democratic re-education, denazification or deradicalisation measures 
within the state prison system. They received some mandatory school training, 
which was orchestrated by progressive teachers, but the efforts of the prison 
authorities behind the walls focused on labour skills. So, Jens was encouraged 
to continue as an apprentice within the prison, and in 1947 he was released on 
probation; the prison authorities were convinced that he would finish his appren-
ticeship successfully on the outside and that he would be able to find a permanent 
job and become a reliable citizen.26 

Even in the case of deeply convinced Danish Nazis, who had fought with 
the SS on the Eastern Front and who later were recruited into the Hilfspolizei 
in Denmark, the authorities concentrated on the prospects of these convicts in 
relation to the labour market.27 

T H E  R E V I S I O N  N E U R O S I S
The practice of reducing sentences was not always met with approval from the 
prison authorities.28 In Fårhus penal camp, the prison inspector, Cuno Gjerstrup, 
was engaged in persistent disputes with the Ministry of Justice, owing to the 
ministry’s repeated overriding of the camp administration’s recommendations 
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concerning punishment reductions.29 Also in Kragskovhede penal camp the 
prison inspector, Carsten Rafael’s, recommendations were overruled by the 
Ministry of Justice.30

In 1946 Carsten Rafael gave a presentation at the annual meeting of the 
Danish Association of Criminalists, in which he argued that the system of grant-
ing reductions in punishment without consulting those who were most familiar 
with the individual prisoners was directly damaging to the resocialising efforts for 
the prisoners.31 A similar viewpoint was articulated by the Director of the Danish 
Prisons, Hans Tetens, in a 1947 article. Here he contended that many prisoners 
suffered from what he termed a “revision neurosis”. The uncertainty caused by 
the numerous reductions in punishment prevented the prisoners from settling 
into the imprisonment process which disrupted the efforts of pushing them into 
a constructive direction.32

In 1946, “Kurt”, a very well-informed prisoner aged 25 who was serving a 
sentence in Viborg Prison, sent an inquiry to the Police Chief in Viborg. With 
great precision, he explained that he had been sentenced to four years in prison 
for service in the Waffen-SS, but on the advice of his defence lawyer, he had 
refrained from appealing the case to the High Court. Now he believed that times 
had changed: “Now that sentencing practice and the revision of the law have 
reduced the minimum sentence to two years … something must be done about a 
sentence like mine, which was passed at such an early stage.”33 

Kurt had his finger on the pulse, and a note on the letter shows that his case 
had recently been sent to the Appeal Board, which was to decide whether his 
sentence should be reduced or not. In the correspondence between prisoners 
and their families there are several examples like the one concerning Kurt which 
show that the question of reduction in sentences was observed with considerable 
attention on both sides of the prison walls.34 

P O L I T I C A L  A C T I V I T Y  A F T E R  R E L E A S E
The convicted wartime collaborators who were released from prison on probation 
were subject to a two-year supervision period. During this time, the authorities 
monitored whether the released individuals were leading law-abiding lives. As 
a special measure for those convicted of treason, the authorities also kept an 
eye on whether they engaged in “inappropriate political agitation” during the 
supervision period.35

When the ‘small’ collaborators were released from prison in 1946–47 the 
authorities took different measures in some cases in order to prevent them from 
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working for or with other released collaborators.36 During the probation period, 
political activity among the ‘small’ collaborators was closely monitored. One 
example of this is the former Waffen-SS volunteer “Aage”, who was 27 years old 
at the time of his release after serving one year and four months in Viborg Pris-
on.37 When he was released on probation, he was described as an avid Nazi who 
would hardly ever refrain from spreading his political views. Aage moved back 
to his family in Viborg, where he received several visits from his supervisor from 
the state probation office. The probation officer repeatedly noted in his case file 
that Aage—and his wife—still held Nazi views. Aage and the other ‘small’ collab-
orators—typically, sentenced to between one and four years—who had been 
assessed as holding Nazi sympathies at the time of release did not prompt any 
intervention from the authorities as long as they kept a low profile and did not 
attempt to overtly promote their views. 

When the time had come to release the wartime collaborators who received 
the harshest punishments at the end of the 1940s, the anxiety that permeated the 
country at the beginning of the post-war trials had dissipated, and the authori-
ties had become much more lenient. Some convicts from the “Hipo” subculture 
were even allowed to resume anti-communist activities or as demonstrated in 
some cases, former “Hipo” colleagues helped each other to find jobs. The prison 
authorities seem to have approved of these connections, as long as they helped 
the convicts back into society. At this time the question of political activity played 
a minor role. Most of the former Hipo-members refrained from engaging in polit-
ical activity. However, compared to the ‘small’ collaborators, it is striking that, 
barring a few exceptions, there were no conversations or follow-through with 
released individuals regarding political activity or even observations noted in the 
relevant case files concerning this matter.38 

A S S I S T A N C E  W I T H  C L O T H I N G  A N D  F I N A N C I A L  A I D
After their release the convicted wartime collaborators could be granted help 
with acquiring clothing and financial aid from the state probation office. The 
transition from prison to a new life on the outside could be difficult. Many faced 
acute problems after their release, such as a lack of clothing, as they had worn out 
their regular clothes during their time in prison. 27-year-old “Gunnar” had served 
a sentence in Viborg prison for participating in German military service. When 
he moved to Copenhagen shortly after his release in 1946, he had no network in 
the city. The probation office granted him a pair of trousers, a jumper, a jacket, a 
shirt and a pair of used shoes.39 Many applications bear witness to abject poverty 
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and desperation. Approximately one fourth of the released collaborators were 
granted help with clothing.40 A smaller part of released individuals received small 
loans or food tickets. The assistance was primarily given to applicants who, like 
Gunnar, had settled in Copenhagen and had no network whatsoever. Released 
prisoners who were in contact with or lived with family members only received 
assistance in exceptional cases involving illness or extreme poverty.41

B A C K  T O  W O R K
The cornerstone of the resocialisation process in Denmark was gainful em-
ployment. This was a central concern for the authorities and in practice it was 
a necessary condition for the released persons to be able to support themselves 
and lead independent lives. The overall picture of this process was promising. 
At the end of the two-year probation period the vast majority of the released 
wartime collaborators were employed.42 One example of this positive trend was 
26-year-old “Laurits”, who had been an armed O.T. guard on prisoner transports 
on the Eastern Front.43 When he was released on probation from the Fårhus penal 
camp in 1947, he gained a permanent job on a farm in Central Jutland. He lived 
and worked there for the rest of his probation period.

However, if we look a little deeper into the source material, the picture is not 
quite so clear-cut. For approximately one third of the convicted ‘small’ collabo-
rators, reintegration seemed to proceed relatively smoothly as in Laurits’ case. 
They secured stable or long-term employment – working for a gardener, a dairy, 
a butcher, or as agricultural labourers, industrial workers etc. However, for the 
remaining two thirds of the released collaborators, life was more uncertain. One 
concrete example of this is 33-year-old “Marie”, who led a turbulent life during 
her probation period.44 When she was released from Sundholm Prison after serv-
ing a sentence as an informant for the Germans, she said that she would move 
in with her boyfriend and then look for a job as a housekeeper. However, after 
her release, she disappeared for six months, and then she was imprisoned for 
vagrancy. When she was released again, she disappeared once more. During the 
last months of her probation, she held various jobs on farms throughout Jutland, 
and at the end of her supervision period, she was registered at a hotel in Sweden.

Marie’s case is extreme, defined by disappearance, vagrancy and imprison-
ment, but for this group, the supervision period was generally characterised by 
short, casual and poorly paid jobs interrupted by periods of unemployment. Some 
found temporary employment in Sweden.
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Several former collaborators found employment in the West Jutland brown 
coal camps. Many got jobs at the bottom of the hierarchy: which often meant 
dangerous and hard physical labour. For those employed in agriculture, it was 
clear that the winter months were particularly difficult due to the seasonal and 
unstable nature of their work. Other prisoners on parole got jobs in some of the 
least attractive industrial plants in Copenhagen. Although many were employed 
at the end of the supervision period, their employment was neither permanent 
nor secure. For some – like Marie – the situation was downright dire.45 

Most collaborators, who were given sentences lasting ten to fifteen years 
in prison like the former members of the Hilfspolizei, were released on parole 
in the late 1940s and in the beginning of the 1950s. After a new beginning on 
the outside and occasionally, a new surname, the majority of former convicts 
seemed to manage quite well; regarding work, housing and family the future 
looked bright at the end of the probation period for fifty of the total sample of 
sixty-seven convicted individuals who worked for the “Hipo”. One of these cases 
included the young Jens who was previously mentioned. Only in four cases did 
resocialisation completely fail.46

A striking and very indicative pattern concerns the place of residence of the 
convicted collaborators. Immediately after release, many received assistance 
from parents or other family members, primarily regarding food and shelter. 
However, by the end of the supervision period, nearly all were living in locations 
where they had not previously resided. Even family fathers—those who had not 
divorced—followed this pattern. In some cases, the father went on his own for 
work, becoming separated from his family. For the ‘small’ collaborators as well 
as the individuals who were punished severely, it appears that a fresh start in a 
new location was both beneficial oreven necessary.47

C A R R Y I N G  T H E  B R A N D  O F  A  T R A I T O R
For some of the convicted collaborators, their affiliation with the German occu-
pying force was the direct causal reason for them losing their jobs. One example 
of this was “Erik”, who had been convicted for German war service. He was only 
twenty-one years old when he was released from prison and moved in with his 
family in Viborg. It was very difficult for him to find work, and he had no doubt 
about the reason why. In a letter to his probation officer, he wrote: ”Here in town, 
it doesn’t look like there will be any work, as I am well known. People know 
where I have been ....”48 When he finally succeeded after six months, his joy was 
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short-lived. He was fired after only eight days. His colleagues had given his boss 
an ultimatum: it was either him or them.

Keeping completely quiet about his past in German uniform, the sentence 
and the prison stay was a way of staying alive in post-war society. So, when Jens, 
the former member of the “Hipo” was released, he remained very cautious, never 
talking to his colleagues about his activities during the occupation or the years he 
spent in prison. Jens combined this survival strategy with a change of surname. 
Using this method, he was able to keep a job.49

For others, the past continued to haunt them long after the trials were over. 
In 1946, 26-year-old “Margrethe” was convicted of being an informant for the 
Germans. She later moved to Copenhagen, where she found work in a store. 
Ten years after her affiliation with the German occupation force in Viborg, her 
past caught up with her. An anonymous person approached her employer and 
told her that Margrethe was unfit for the job because of her past. Margrethe 
contacted the probation office, where the officer noted: “She has now been the 
subject of gossip [...] She is apparently very depressed about having the old case 
brought up again.”50

In some of the writings from the convicted collaborators they use the following 
expression “I have been branded”. They had been forever marked by their collab-
oration with the Germans and the treason trials. Even though they had served 
their prison sentences, public condemnation of convicted wartime collaborators 
could be harsh. This was observed in the cases of Erik and Margrethe or Ivang 
Haaeman who had been a colleague of the above-mentioned Jens in the “Hipo”. 
Many experienced contempt, mistrust, harassment or outright ostracism because 
of their past. Many convicted collaborators carried the brand of a traitor with 
them, and for some, the stigma lasted for the rest of their lives and would even 
be passed on to the next generation as an inherited shame.51

T H E  U N E V E N  I M P A C T  O F  T H E  R E C K O N I N G
During the treason trials, there was great public attention given to the question 
about whether or not the impact of the reckoning was unequal. As the trials prog
ressed, it was widely believed that the ‘small’ collaborators were being convicted 
and sentenced, while the major actors were going free. This violated the public’s 
sense of justice and led to deeply felt resentment towards the trial process.52 A 
famous satirical piece from one of Denmark’s major newspapers illustrated this 
sentiment in the following manner: “Just think how far our lawyers have come! 
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They’ve managed to do what the engineers couldn’t: create a fine-meshed net 
that catches the small fish but lets the big ones slip through.”53

The issue also attracted political attention. In November 1946, during a parlia-
mentary debate, Mogens Fog expressed his criticisms towards the treason trials 
and pointed to the inequality expressed in the reckoning: “It is one of the circum-
stances of this social skewness in the reckoning that will, far into the future, 
hinder the small traitors’ understanding of their own crimes and their willing-
ness to reintegrate into democratic society, and among those who are nationally 
upright, it has created a distrust of the administration of justice, of the settlement, 
which does not benefit the country.”54 According to Fog, the unfairness of the 
legal reckoning could intensify the bitterness among the ‘small’ collaborators and 
hinder their motivation and opportunity for reintegration into society.

Looking back at the legal reckoning, the inequality between the convicted 
collaborators due to the progression and development of the treason trials becomes 
evident. As pointed out by Ditlev Tamm, the trials against ‘small’ collaborators 
were the first to be concluded in the courts since they were relatively uncom-
plicated. As a result, ‘small fish’ were convicted relatively shortly after the war. 
This took place while the thirst for revenge was still strong, while the minimum 
penalties were high, and while the legal practice was severe. The more compli-
cated cases concerning the more severe crimes committed by some individuals 
were naturally tried later during the legal reckoning. But by this point, the public 
fervour had died down and consequently this affected the level of punishment.

Public condemnation also hit the ‘small’ collaborators hard. In the period 
immediately after the war, the convicted collaborators were painted directly 
as major villains. The focus was on the most heinous crimes, and the convicted 
were all perceived as social deviants and outcasts. This stigmatisation affected 
the entire group of convicts and did not meaningfully distinguish between those 
who had received relatively short prison sentences and the collaborators who 
were punished more severely. The most serious and spectacular cases of collab-
oration came to define the public’s view of the entire group.55 As a result, many 
of the ‘small’ collaborators were condemned harshly, even though some of their 
offences had been relatively minor. 

This study also has shown that the aftermath and long-term consequences 
of the treason trials resulted in a disproportionately skewed outcome in favour 
of the wartime collaborators who were facing the harshest allegations. Another 
consequence of being prosecuted shortly after the war meant that most of the 
‘small’ collaborators had already served their prison sentence when the nature of 
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the legal reckoning became milder and shifted in focus from revenge to reconcil-
iation. Therefore, they did not benefit from the new focus on resocialisation and 
the measures taken to ensure the normalisation of the convicts during imprison-
ment. A similar conclusion can be drawn concerning the reductions in senten
cing and the possibility of release on probation. By the time probation became a 
possibility for the convicted wartime collaborators and reductions in sentencing 
became normalised, they had already been released. Thus, it was the severely 
punished collaborators who benefited the most from this change of approach.

This development that occurred during the first postwar years was also 
evident in the way prison authorities and probation authorities treated the 
convicted collaborators. When the ‘small’ collaborators were released in 1946–
1947, their political views were closely monitored, and the authorities sought to 
prevent them from associating with like-minded individuals. However, the situ-
ation was different when the collaborators who were affiliated with the “Hipo” 
were released in the late 1940s. While some of the worst collaborators were 
never forgotten and continued to epitomise the idea of treason itself, in most 
cases, the development favoured collaborators such as the former members of 
the Hilfspolizei. The monitoring of political activity seemed almost absent at the 
tail end of the 1940s and early 1950s, and the authorities seemed to approve of 
established connections between convicts from the “Hipo” subculture, if they 
helped each other to find jobs. 56

Even the economic conditions favoured this segment of the collaborators. At 
the end of the 1940s the economic conditions of the country had improved, result-
ing in low unemployment for this group of labourers in blue-collar jobs. Further-
more, the occupation was slowly abating from the collective public consciousness, 
so the condemnation of those who were released later was not as severe as it 
had been in the first heated years immediately following the war. Throughout 
society and in the workplace, the ‘small’ collaborators had already functioned 
as icebreakers, taking the brunt of the thirst for revenge before the collaborators 
who received longer sentences were released. The path into the labour market 
thus seems to have been relatively easier for the worst collaborators compared 
to the ‘small’ collaborators. 

The legal reckoning subsided as the collaborators were dealt with and normal-
ity returned. The immediate repercussions of the war and the treason trials 
were harder on the ‘small’ collaborators compared to those who received longer 
sentences, but the Danish authorities could finally breathe a sigh of relief. The 
threat from a dangerous pariah caste had been averted.
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C H A P T E R  2

The Braintree Experiment: 
Demonstrating the “British 

Way of Life” to German 
Prisoners of War in Post-War 

Britain
Alan Malpass

T
his chapter examines an overlooked aspect of the re-education of Ger-
man prisoners of war (POWs for short) in Britain: namely the Brain-
tree Experiment. Initiated in Essex, it sought to familiarise POWs with 
“the British way of life” through practical demonstration and social 

interaction, focusing on the prisoners located at the ‘Youth Camp’ at Radwinter 
near Saffron Walden. While existing studies mention this re-education effort 
in passing, this chapter offers a fuller account of its origins, organisation, and 
impact as a quasi-official initiative within the wider re-education scheme con-
ducted in Britain.1 This investigation draws on records from the Foreign Office 
and Control Office for Germany and Austria at The National Archives (UK), 
alongside national and local newspapers, as it reconstructs the Experiment’s 
development and activities. This chapter shows that sociability was central to 
British re-education, which was cultivated through organised encounters that 
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were seen as vital for fostering favourable attitudes towards Britain and its dem-
ocratic institutions. The Experiment’s conversational exercises, excursions, and 
social gatherings complemented official aims and in retrospect it highlights the 
role of the voluntary sector. The chapter begins by outlining the wider re-educa-
tion scheme and initiatives promoting relational contact between prisoners and 
members of the British public following the relaxation of the non-fraternisation 
principles.

T H E  R E - E D U C A T I O N  O F  G E R M A N  P O W S  I N  B R I T A I N 
From comparative studies of British, American, and Soviet approaches to denazi-
fication to localised individual initiatives, the effort to democratise Germany after 
the Second World War has generated a substantial and diverse historiography 
that illuminates this matter.2 Assessments of the British re-education efforts 
in particular have diverged. David Welch judged it: “… a rather arrogant and 
foolish notion which fizzled out as it deserved to.”3 In response, Michael Balfour 
– drawing on his own experience in the Psychological War Division and later the 
Control Commission—argued the aim of re-education: “…to produce a Germany 
which was a free and responsible society, anchored in the western community 
of nations …” had largely been realised.4 

As part of the wider denazification and democratisation agenda set out in the 
Potsdam Agreement, Britain established a programme to “re-educate” German 
POWs who found themselves in its custody.5 Retained in Britain until 1948, this 
captive ‘audience’ was: “… subject to more concerted British […] efforts than the 
population at large.”6 The need for “some sort of political re-education” was recog-
nised within weeks of the first German POWs being captured. A War Cabinet 
memorandum of 18 December 1939 noted that the 257 POWs already showed the 
evident effects of intensive Nazi indoctrination and prolonged isolation from the 
rest of Europe.7 The process began in earnest when responsibility for the re-ed-
ucation of German POWs in Britain and the Middle East was transferred to the 
Political Warfare Executive (or PWE for short) on 18 September 1944 .8 Persuad-
ing POWs of the merits of democracy was considered as a crucial preparation: 
“… for the coming struggle of ideologies in post-war Europe.”9 The programme 
sought to dismantle Nazi and militarist beliefs and promote an understanding of 
democratic principles, presenting “the British Commonwealth of Nations as an 
example of a democratic community in action without demanding the models 
followed in Britain to be slavishly copied.”10 Aside from compulsory film-screen-
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ings of liberation footage from the concentration camps, participation in re-ed-
ucational activities remained voluntary.11

The re-education effort was administered by the Prisoner of War Division 
of the Foreign Office abbreviated as the POWD. Initially part of the PWE, the 
POWD was transferred to the Control Commission for Germany and Austria or 
COGA on 1 July 1946 following the dissolution of the PWE.12 Within Britain, the 
POWD Field Section organised re-education and supervised Training Advis
ors who reported on the progress of the programme. The Re-education Section 
distributed films, lectures, and reading materials. A key step was to “screen each 
prisoner and separate the incorrigibles” from the rest of the captives.13 Screen-
ing involved interviewing POWs and determining their political outlook. 14 The 
classification system used in this endeavour—“White” (A+ to A-), “Grey” (B+ 
to B-), and “Black” (C+ to C-)—mirrored contemporary terminology used for 
propaganda audiences. “Black” POWs, who were identified as committed Nazis, 
were removed from camps to prevent them from undermining the re-education 
efforts and intimidating or harming anti-Nazi POWs. Re-screening of the pris-
oners later served to measure changes in political attitudes and help determine 
the repatriation schedules. 

Younger POWs were regarded as requiring special attention. This led to the 
establishment of a dedicated POWD-run facility for youthful POWs. Camp #180 
at Radwinter in Essex—known officially as “The Youth Camp”—which held 
POWs aged seventeen to twenty-six.15 While a German Working Camp nominally 
supplied agricultural labour, a rotating group of POWs remained in the camp one 
day per week for compulsory classes. POWs could choose between afternoon 
sessions, covering languages, literature, mathematics, and history.16 The atmos-
phere that was aimed for was deliberately relaxed: barbed wire was absent and 
military ranks were not used. Although the War Office and camp commandant 
oversaw administration, a permanent POWD Training Advisor was allotted to 
Camp #180. The re-education practises of the Youth Camp contrasted sharply 
with other camps such as the more selective Training Centre at Wilton Park.17 
Whereas Wilton Park admitted cohorts of around 300 carefully screened “White” 
POWs for an intensive six-week course, Radwinter—designed for 1,300 POWs—
included “Black” elements and imposed a minimum stay of three months.18 
Opened in July 1946, the POWs who transferred to the Youth Camp from else-
where in Britain were quickly joined by 300 prisoners from Germany and 400 
from Canada. Visiting the camp in December 1946, a POWD English Inspec-
tor—tasked with reviewing English instruction at the camp—reported: “More 
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good work is being done in this group than any I have visited, and I would like to 
suggest a fairly early return to it for my second visit.”19

“ A M B A S S A D O R S  I N  C H A I N S ” :  P O W - C I V I L I A N  R E L A T I O N S
Interest in the treatment of German POWs was not confined to policymakers. In-
dividuals and pressure-groups concerned with the welfare of POWs increasingly 
challenged official policies, characterising indefinite retention of the prisoners as 
a form of “slave labour”.20 The most prominent organisation in Britain was Save 
Europe Now (SEN), launched in September 1945 by the publisher and philan-
thropist Victor Gollancz. Initially, SEN focused on the desperate conditions in 
occupied Germany. Gollancz published critical accounts gathered from surviving 
Germans through his Left Book Club, including Fenner Brockway’s German 
Diary.21 Gollancz himself travelled to the British zone of occupied Germany and 
published articles condemning aspects of British policy.22

In 1946, SEN expanded its attention to the fate of German POWs in Britain. 
It petitioned Prime Minister Clement Attlee to accelerate the repatriation efforts 
and to overturn the policy of non-fraternisation between prisoners and civilians, 
warning that the prohibition of social contact risked casting POWs as pariahs 
and undermining post-war reconciliation.23 Reports of declining morale—includ-
ing suicides—fuelled fears that disillusioned POWs might turn to communism 
as Cold War tensions crystallised. Attlee responded with a phased repatriation 
scheme in September 1946, when the POW population peaked at around 400,000 
individuals. Although fraternisation remained contentious, the ban was relaxed 
in December 1946, allowing greater civilian-POW interaction.

While national campaigns like SEN put pressure on the government, indi-
viduals and local communities—especially church groups—took matters into 
their own hands. Social contact with German POWs was seen as essential to 
improve conditions and foster positive views of the British and democratic ideals. 
Among the first to act was the Quaker Miss Bessie Midgley, who placed a “POWs 
Welcome” sign on her door in Saffron Walden and offered an ‘open house’ to 
POWs from Radwinter Youth Camp. She hosted gatherings, including a birth-
day party for 19-year-old Adam Merz attended by seventy POWs, with the strict 
understanding that political discussions were absolutely banned.24 In an inter-
view with the Essex Chronicle, the 68-year-old Midgley explained that her family 
had previously operated a canteen for troops during the First World War. Drawing 
on this experience, she sought to provide the prisoners with a sense of domestic 
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normality by offering a space where they could play games, read, and discuss 
the difficulties facing their families in Germany.25 

Calls to reach out to the Youth Camp POWs were also made from the pulpit. 
After the lifting of the non-fraternisation rules, the Reverend Roy Sinker, rector 
of St. Mary’s Church in Saffron Walden, urged parishioners to show goodwill 
towards German POWs. In a sermon, he described them as “ambassadors in 
chains” and asked families to welcome a POW from the Youth Camp into their 
homes for Christmas. The appeal provoked mixed reactions. Some parishioners 
were offended by the suggestion of entertaining Germans in their homes.26 None-
theless, at least twenty nearby residents extended invitations to the comman-
dant of the Youth Camp, offering to host POWs on Christmas Day.27 Churches 
became important spaces for fostering contact between the public and POWs. 
In January 1947, several concerts were performed by choirs from Radwinter. At 
Saffron Walden Parish Church, a 200 strong audience listened to a Youth Camp 
choir perform works by Bach and Mendelssohn. An Essex Chronicle correspon
dent reflected that: “…the presence of men who have lost their freedom seemed, 
somehow, to be out of place in one of England’s finest parish churches, where 
preachers for centuries have extolled the freedom of the individual.”28 

Building on these early contacts, a social space for POWs was soon estab-
lished. On 28 February 1947, Stephen Harris, Secretary of the Saffron Walden 
Christian Council, announced the opening of a “Club for German Prisoners” in 
the Saffron Walden Weekly News. Held in the Parish Room at St. Mary’s Church, 
it met on Saturday afternoons, offering refreshments and games. Harris appealed 
for donations and volunteers—preferably of a similar age to the POWs. Though 
modest, he argued such hospitality offered respite and a glimpse of British life: 
“Our claim to have a way of life superior to that of Nazism means nothing unless 
we go out of our way to make some practical expression of it. […] the Christian 
Council is glad to be able to make this small contribution towards ensuring that 
they return to Germany having seen something of England apart from camp 
life.”29

The Club opened on 1 March 1947, with fifty Radwinter POWs attending. 
Councillor H. Collar, the Mayor of Saffron Walden, inaugurated the event. 
Addressing POWs through an interpreter, he challenged them to a game of 
chess—provided they were not too talented. Speaking on behalf of the POWs, 
Gunter Rubahm remarked: “I doubt whether anyone who has not gone through 
the experience would be able to appreciate fully what it means to men who have 
lived for years behind barbed wire to have human contacts again.”30 Despite the 
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appreciation shown by the POWs, local opinion remained divided. Letters to 
the Saffron Walden Weekly News criticised the Club. One ex-soldier quipped: “I 
suppose the next thing we shall hear is that they’re serving the Germans morning 
tea in bed.”31 Another urged the Christian Council: “… to get a grip on themselves.”32 
Several ex-service personnel complained that the suffering of British POWs in 
German captivity had been forgotten too quickly and resented the perceived 
lack of concern for British servicemen. As the summer progressed, participation 
from civilians decreased, leading POWs to express concern that the club was no 
longer serving its intended purpose. To renew engagement, a garden party was 
organised at Miss Midgley’s home, bringing together 250 prisoners and seventy 
local residents, including those involved in running the club.33

T H E  O R I G I N S  O F  T H E  B R A I N T R E E  E X P E R I M E N T
Alongside the opening of the Club for German Prisoners in Saffron Walden, a 
further initiative was established to familiarise POWs with “the British way of 
life”. The Braintree Experiment sought to supplement the official re-education 
scheme by offering practical insight into British society through visits, demon-
strations, and social encounters. Central to its planning was Tom Driberg, Labour 
MP for Maldon, who had heard a choir of POWs from Camp #180 who performed 
at Thaxted Church in January 1947. In an accompanying article, Driberg em-
phasised the importance of social interaction seeing it as a cornerstone in the in 
re-education of young POWs: 

“Whatever their degree of collective ‘responsibility’ for what was done in 
Germany – a matter on which historians, humanists and theologians may argue 
forever – all must have been subjected to the intensive, rigorous indoctrination of 
the Nazi idealogues. [...]. Those who talked with them at Thaxted were heartened 
to find them neither filled with hatred nor […] robots, but normal, young human 
beings, with a quick and growing apprehension of a way of life and thought differ-
ent from that in which they had been conditioned as boys. They are learning to 
question and to argue”.34

Driberg was one of a small group of Labour and Liberal MPs who criticised 
government policies aimed towards German POWs, particularly the restrictions 
on fraternisation between prisoners and civilians. Although contemporary 
reports and official documents make clear that he played a leading role in the 
Experiment, biographical accounts of his life remain silent on his actual involve-
ment.35 Instead, they emphasise his post-war work as a Reynolds News corre-
spondent in East Asia, reporting on the exploits of Allied troops in the region. As 
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a war correspondent, Driberg had seen the harsh realities of captivity, includ-
ing the Buchenwald Concentration Camp, which he visited as part of an official 
delegation. His own personal history may also have shaped his interest in the 
matter: his mother, Amy Driberg, had organised a fund for British POWs during 
the First World War. His concern with the matter endured beyond the immediate 
post-war era, and during the Korean War he also visited British captives from 
that conflict. Whatever his motives, his engagement with the Youth Camp and 
his contacts with POWD Controller Wing Commander Hitch were crucial to the 
development of the Experiment.

Although the precise origins are difficult to reconstruct, the planning of and 
shift in practice began around the time the relaxation of the fraternisation ban 
was announced. In the weeks before Christmas 1946, representatives from the 
British Legion, the Women’s Voluntary Service, and Workers Educational Alli-
ance met with Braintree townspeople and agreed on the central aim of their 
efforts: “… a selected group of prisoners should gradually be given, week by 
week, a complete picture of the life of a small English town.”36 A further meeting, 
attended by around thirty POWs and a similar number of civilians, elected a joint 
civilian-POW committee to manage the scheme. According to Driberg: “initial 
shyness soon wore off; hosts and guests were mutually delighted by each other’s 
humanity and intelligence.”37 Although surviving details are sparse, it is evident 
that social interaction lay at the very heart of the Experiment from its inception.

I N T R O D U C I N G  “ T H E  B R I T I S H  W A Y  O F  L I F E ”
The Experiment consisted of a series of sessions introducing POWs to British civic 
life, industry, and legal institutions. They combined expert instruction and expla-
nations with practical social engagements. On 11 June 1947, sixty civilians and 
thirty POWs met at the Braintree Town Hall, where the Chairman of the Urban 
District Council delivered a “lively and informative address” on the workings of 
local government. A panel, including the Vice-Chairman and Council Surveyor, 
were enthusiastically questioned by POWs on social and political topics such 
as rates, elections and housing.38 Subsequent sessions examined local industry. 
At Crittall Manufacturing Company—famous for producing steel-framed win-
dows—the POWs “learned something of its production methods, of the structure 
of industry, of provision for workers’ welfare, and of Trade Union organisation”.39 
Their interest led to invitations to local trade unionists for further discussions 
and tours. Judicial institutions were the focus of another session. On 23 July 1947, 
forty German POWs—mostly from the Youth Camp, but also from other Essex 
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camps—visited Braintree police station and the courthouse behind the station 
which was defined by its art deco architectural designs. Inspector Baker led a 
tour of the cells and explained British policing procedures. The group was then 
driven to the Crittall Social Club in Silver End—the model village built by Francis 
Crittall for his workers—where Alred Jones, clerk to the Braintree Bench, lectured 
the prisoners on the judicial system. Jones remarked that: “… the English people 
were not afraid of policemen, but looked upon them as their friends”.40 While 
the POWs “followed the address with marked interest”, it is impossible to know 
what they made of this claim.41 The event was not just providing a window into 
British legal institutions and processes; it was also defined by its social compo-
nents, even including refreshments that were served before the POWs returned 
to their camps. Later in the year, a correspondent for the Essex Chronicle gave 
a lecture on the British press to around fifty POWs at the Crittall Social Club.42 

From Driberg’s perspective, the Experiment was not intended to replace the 
official programme. Rather, he framed re-education as something that extended 
beyond a limited and narrow pedagogical approach, emphasising a broader, 
exploratory re-education philosophy and a largely practical approach to dealing 
with the issue. Its blend of demonstration and focus on social interaction aimed 
not only at presenting modern democracy as an alternative to Nazism, but to 
make captivity itself more tolerable. Against a backdrop of public concern about 
the ongoing detention of German POWs, the hope was that they would return 
home as less resentful individuals, with a clearer understanding of how people 
could coexist within a democratic and free society. As in the official programme, 
the aim was not to promote a polished imitation of British democracy that was 
beyond criticism, but rather to present it as a system that, in general, was an effec-
tive way of governance while also ensuring the liberties and rights it promised the 
British public. The social aspect of this effort was regarded as just as significant as 
the educational aspect. In response to claims that the initiative amounted to little 
more than a sequence of lectures on democracy, Driberg emphasised the active 
and practical character of the programme. Rather than passive listening, the 
programme enabled POWs to engage directly with everyday life that was lived in 
a small English town and to interact with local residents on equal social terms.43

“ T H E  M O S T  U S E F U L  T Y P E  O F  R E - E D U C A T I O N ”
POWD officials recognised the value of the Experiment as a supplement to the 
official re-education scheme. Shortly after its establishment, POWD Controller 
Hitch wrote a personnel letter to Driberg thanking him for his work and for set-
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ting it up.44 Beyond its morale-boosting potential, the Experiment closely aligned 
with POWD priorities by encouraging discussion among POWs themselves about 
“the British way of life”. Although participation was necessarily limited to a small 
group, POWD staff envisaged a multiplicative effect of the programme, whereby 
selected POWs would relay their experiences to the others within the camp. P. 
H. MacDonald, who served as Youth Camp Training Advisor, observed that the 
thirty POWs selected for the first meeting were intended to contribute to the 
process of re-education by subsequently sharing their experiences with fellow 
prisoners through talks or discussion groups within the camps.45 Reflecting more 
broadly on the process of re-education, Henry Faulk, head of the POWD Field 
Section, emphasised the importance of barrack-room discussions in shaping 
POW attitudes.46 As Sam A Erkiletian demonstrated, German camp leaders 
were crucial in influencing: “… how POWs interpreted democratic norms and 
[their] overall participation in re-education.”47 POWD officials such as Hitch and 
MacDonald, therefore understood that the Experiment’s greatest value lay not 
simply in what participants experienced directly, but in how those experiences 
circulated informally throughout the camps among the POWs.

The initiative also attracted the support of Lord Pakenham, Chancellor of 
the Duchy of Lancaster, and, from April 1947, Foreign Secretary overseeing 
the responsibilities of the British Zone in Germany. Writing to Driberg in June 
1947, Pakenham accepted an invitation to address the Experiment and made his 
support clear: 

“… we shall certainly try to extend it to other areas wherever local initiative 
and facilities make this possible. I consider that this form of contact between 
P.Ws and British citizens who can tell them about their ordinary life and duties 
is probably one of the most useful types of re-education, and we shall simulate 
it as far as we can.”48

Pakenham expressed a desire to see the Experiment replicated and noted 
discussions to establish a similar Youth Camp in Western Command. Despite 
his enthusiasm, he acknowledged the significant obstacles that had to be over-
come. The scheme required handpicked British and German staff, and retaining 
POWs one day per week for schooling added further expenses. Complaints about 
the unproductive use of POW labour at Radwinter limited its viability there and 
ultimately led to its relocation.
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R E L O C A T I O N  T O  T R U M P I N G T O N
Unfortunately, economic productivity outweighed the re-educational aims. In 
August 1947, the Youth Camp was relocated to Trumpington, near Cambridge. 
This was due to criticism of the ineffective and unproductive use of POW labour 
at Radwinter. A War Office official remarked: “The men have had nothing to do 
and no money in their pockets. They have moped about, and this move will be 
much better for them it if only means keeping them occupied.”49 

Farmers had criticised the inconsistent labour output, owing to POW workers 
from Radwinter changing between shifts. Its placement also eroded efficiency, as 
it was ringed by other camps supplying agricultural labour. Yet relocation proved 
beneficial in promoting contact between local communities and POWs. Follow-
ing the relocation to Trumpington, there was a clear effort to build new relation-
ships. MacDonald strongly emphasised the importance of developing practical 
initiatives inspired by the Braintree Experiment, aimed at giving POWs direct, 
experiential insight and meaningful interaction with the local residents—which 
was particularly important due to the predominantly non-academic backgrounds 
of the POW population.50 

Although meetings of the Braintree Experiment continued in Essex, Trump-
ington was too distant for POWs to regularly participate. Nevertheless, POW 
morale improved following the move. The proximity to Cambridge allowed them 
to take full advantage of the lifting of fraternisation restrictions. In his Septem-
ber 1947 report, MacDonald noted that: “The people of Cambridge have shown 
greater co-operation when approached with requests to help in constructive 
measures to occupy PWs leisure time”.51 

This included plans for a public meeting to form a committee to “promote and 
co-ordinate help for POWs within the educational sphere”. Two sub-committees 
were envisaged—one focussing on academic education, arranging university 
courses and local talks, and another with focus on fostering civic education.52 
Plans were in place for the MP for Cambridge Borough to speak at the camp 
on parliamentary work, and the Workers’ Educational Alliance had arranged 
courses in English literature, politics, and geology. These proved popular, with 
fifty applicants for twenty spots. To meet demand, a music course was also 
organised. In addition, several “offers of hospitality” had been received from local 
churches, including a POW club at St. Columba’s Hall on Sundays.53 Surveying 
these new opportunities, MacDonald judged the move to Trumpington positively, 
noting: “we have already much more activity than was possible in Radwinter and 
there is promise of a great deal more to come”.54 The Youth Camp was officially 
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disbanded in June 1948. The longevity of the Experiment following the move to 
Trumpington is currently unknown.

I M P A C T  A N D  L E G A C Y
It was hoped that the POWs who participated in the Braintree Experiment would 
return home to Germany with a positive view of British society and its institu-
tions. Writing to The Times in August 1947, Ariel Crittall—of the family associated 
with the Crittall Manufacturing Company—emphasised the perceived impact 
of the scheme:

“… the P.o.W.s gain enormous interest and satisfaction from this opportunity 
of seeing practical democracy at work, and in meeting the English supporters of 
the scheme. The outstandingly successful occasions were those devoted to local 
government, industrial methods, and British justice. As a number of prisoners 
were children […] in 1933, this is in many cases their first contact with the ideas 
which we all take for granted – tolerance, humanity, and democratic method. 
Although there may probably be some mental “resistance,” the majority show 
an alert interest in their faces as they sit listening and learning of our ways. I 
should be pleased to send further details to any who may consider starting simi-
lar “experiments” in their locality.”55

Driberg similarly believed that the Experiment could foster a modest, but 
enduring influence on post-war Germany. By exposing POWs to the civic and 
social life of a small English town, he suggested that repatriated POWs might 
carry with them the positive essences of the political culture they had encoun-
tered:

“Braintree with a population of 15,000 souls has an ancient and proud tradi-
tion of civic consciousness and enlightened adventure. Some of the ancestors of 
its present citizens founded the town of Braintree in Massachusetts. In spirit, if 
not in name, a future Germany may have its own Braintrees.”56

The official patronage the Experiment enjoyed indicates that it was regarded 
as a meaningful complement to the formal re-education programme. Michael 
Balfour later argued that: “…the most important part of the re-education effort [...] 
was rebuilding the links between Germany and the Western World”, insisting that 
“… what did most to rebuild those links was personal contact.”57 Driberg echoed 
this belief, maintaining that direct and practical exposure to democratic institu-
tions, combined with informal discussion and social interaction, was essential 
if German POWs were to be convinced that British-style democracy was not 
only viable but also desirable. The POWD likewise recognised that socialisation 
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efforts—particularly among those passing through the Youth Camp—was central 
to successful re-education. In this respect, the Braintree Experiment reflected 
the official assumptions that ideological reorientation was best achieved through 
lived experience rather than didactic instruction alone. 

While the pedagogical and social opportunities the Experiment offered were 
celebrated, whether it succeeded in encouraging POWs to internalise the essences 
of “the British way of life” is ultimately impossible to determine. Quantitative 
evidence linking participation to attitudinal change has not survived. Screening 
figures suggest that Nazi tendencies among Youth Camp POWs diminished over 
time, but the actual causation behind this shift in attitude remains uncertain. 
Writing in 1947, the sociologist Viola Klein observed the following: “Although the 
[Youth] camp is [...] no factory to turn out perfect little democrats on the conveyor 
belt, it leaves a lasting impression on most minds.”58 Letters from repatriated 
POWs thanking Youth Camp staff suggest appreciation, but none refer directly to 
the Braintree Experiment. Given the limited number of participants, any assess-
ment of its concrete impact must remain cautious. Henry Faulk later claimed the 
Experiment “was so successful that it was widely imitated throughout the camps 
in Britain”, but while such initiatives proliferated in different ways throughout 
many camps, the extent to which they mirrored the Braintree model is unclear.59

Although the concrete impact of the Experiment is difficult to measure, the 
organisers’ confidence is unmistakable. While the label ‘Experiment’ suggested 
a radical method, it was hardly original. As Susan Carruthers has claimed, Brit-
ish re-education ‘emerged from national and imperial traditions’, later applied to 
post-war occupations and counterinsurgencies.60 Faith in the efficacy of Allied 
propaganda combined with pride in the methods of British schooling—particu-
larly the traditions associated with Oxford and Cambridge – underpinned the 
conviction that the Germans could be reshaped through exposure to the ‘right’ 
influences. As Nicolas Pronay has noted, this reflected a broader cultural belief 
that: “… that the right kind of education could transform a boy born of the lower 
orders into a gentleman.”61 This assumption is echoed in contemporary evalua-
tions of the Braintree initiative, albeit, with an emphasis on the civilising poten-
tial of social interaction and civic encounters with civilians.

Re-education, including the Braintree Experiment, was never simply a 
humanitarian or pedagogical enterprise. It allowed British participants to show-
case a carefully curated—often implicitly upper-middle-class—vision of “the 
British way of life”. According to its architects, this was not a rigid model but a 
lived experience rooted in civic engagement, mutual respect, and democratic 
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practices. It was not without flaws, but generally worked well. As Matthew Frank 
has argued, British responses to the German refugee crisis allowed the British 
to reaffirm their commitment to ‘traditional British values’ and show that six 
years of war had not left the country morally browbeaten.62 Similarly, initiatives 
fostering contact between civilians and POWs, including the Braintree Experi-
ment, offered a stage on which local communities could celebrate institutional 
stability and present themselves as exemplars of democratic virtue. In this sense, 
the Experiment spoke as much to British self-perception as to German reorien-
tation. At the same time, it would be wrong to dismiss its humanitarian dimen-
sion. It facilitated meaningful encounters at a local level, rehumanising those 
long defined as enemies. For POWs whose formative years had unfolded within 
the Nazi system, it offered practical evidence of genuine interest in their welfare 
at a moment when their world had collapsed.

The repatriation of German POWs was completed in 1948. On 13 July, the 
Daily Mirror reported the departure of the Biarritz, the last ship carrying POWs 
home. The repatriates’ experiences and thoughts about their time in Britain and 
‘the British way of life’ were not surveyed in the article. Instead, the article drew 
attention to Bob, a three-year-old mongrel, who was pictured among onlookers 
at Harwich Port. Born in a POW camp near Colchester, Essex, Bob had become a 
constant companion, accompanying the POWs from camp to camp and remained 
by their side as they boarded the Biarritz.63 As the ship departed: “Bob sat discon-
solately on the quayside. His howl […] the only emotion noticeable.”64 Bob’s fate 
nearly led to tragedy. While at Camp #260 in Bury St Edmunds—one of the 
last operational POW camps in Britain—orders came that POW pets needed to 
either be rehomed or destroyed. Fifty-six dogs and cats were euthanised, with 
Bob scheduled to be among them. Fortunately, the British camp staff intervened 
and adopted him. Studies of the re-education efforts on POWs, and stories of war 
more generally, often neglect the contribution of animals.65 The human-canine 
bond between the POWs and Bob highlights the informal, affective dimensions 
of re-education which was the focal point of the Braintree Experiment. Bob may 
have provided emotional support, contributing to their re-socialisation in ways 
other people never could. Future studies might extend beyond inter-human 
encounters to consider the role of animals in this regard.
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C H A P T E R  3

Adult Education in German 
Refugee Camps in Denmark 
following the Second World 

War: Study Circles and 
Democratic Learning

Palle Rasmussen and Karen E. Andreasen1 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
During the Second World War, Denmark experienced two substantial inflows 
of German nationals. The first consisted of soldiers who invaded and occupied 
the country in April 1940. The second was very different, comprising German 
civilian refugees who arrived during the winter of 1944 and spring of 1945. When 
the German forces in Western Europe surrendered in May 1945, there were close 
to 250,000 refugees in Denmark.2 A swift return to Germany proved impossible 
for most, and many were required to remain in Denmark for an extended peri-
od of time. In the autumn of 1945, there were still more than 200,000 refugees 
in Denmark. In response to this situation, the Danish government established 
the Refugee Administration in September 1945, which soon afterwards set up 
two committees in November 1945—one focusing on education and one focus-
ing on refugee enlightenment through information—responsible for schooling, 
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education, information distribution, and cultural activities for children, young 
people, and adults.3 The two committees planned and implemented a wide range 
of activities in the camps in which the refugees and former soldiers were held, 
some of which were primarily aimed at young people and adults. An important 
underlying principle of these initiatives was their democratic foundation, and 
some were explicitly intended to promote democratic education and learning. 
These included organised study group activities, some focusing on the ideas and 
practice of democracy, which constituted particularly distinctive contexts for 
dialogue, reflection, and debate.4 The participating adults were often concerned 
with, or personally engaged in, such issues, and reactions and discussions could 
be intense, all of which were augmented by the dramatic years of the Second 
World War.

This chapter sheds light on the educational and informational activities 
planned and implemented in the refugee camps, with a particular focus on the 
study groups, their purpose, and the challenges entailed in their implementa-
tion. By focusing on attempts to promote democratic learning and development 
through dialogue and study group activities, and by recognising the special 
conditions under which these efforts unfolded—namely within refugee camps 
isolated from Danish society by barbed wire fences—this chapter explores what 
characterised these activities, the nature of the ideas underlying them, and the 
challenges that were involved in the facilitation of them.5

This chapter draws on primary sources from the Refugee Administration’s 
archive found in the Danish National Archives, with a particular focus on the 
records of the Information Committee, including an example of a study group 
process narrated by its leader. This is supplemented by documents from the 
Odense City Archives, memoirs written by refugees, and other relevant publi-
cations regarding the subject. The selected study group example is highlighted 
because it documents a process taking place over the course of several months 
and contains a wealth of detail that helps elucidate the core of the matter that is 
investigated here. The testimonies and anecdotes from participants are drawn 
from the relatively few existing instances found in memoirs where such activ-
ities are mentioned and they have been chosen to highlight the key points and 
distinctive aspects of this work with the German refugees and former soldiers.6 

T h e  G e r m a n  R e f u g e e s  i n  D e n m a r k
Towards the end of the Second World War, the large number of German citizens 
mentioned in the introduction arrived in Denmark as refugees, having been 
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forcibly evacuated. They came from East Prussia, fleeing the advancing Soviet 
army. In February 1945, Germany ordered a general evacuation of these civilians 
from East Prussia. Denmark, which had been occupied by German troops since 
1940, became one of the destinations for this flow of refugees. After the end of 
the war in the spring of 1945, roughly 50,000 were able to return to Germany 
immediately, but more than 200,000 refugees remained in Denmark.7 Despite 
the efforts of the Danish authorities to secure quick repatriation, such decisions 
were not left to the individual countries in which the refugees were located but 
were determined by the Allied High Command in Europe. A swift return of the 
refugees located in Denmark was therefore not considered possible.8 

Following their initial accommodation in temporary lodgings all across 
Denmark, dedicated refugee camps were gradually established after the German 
capitulation, and camp administration regulations were drafted and adopted 
in the autumn of 1945.9 The camp regulations did not permit refugees to have 
contact with the surrounding population and Danish society at large; they were 
to remain isolated in the camps until they could be repatriated back to Germany. 
By the autumn of 1946, many camps of different sizes had been established. The 
largest camp was known as the Oksbøl Refugee Camp which was located in the 
western part of Jutland and accommodated around 35,000 people.10

The living space of the refugee camp constitutes a unique kind of social envi-
ronment which determines the human existence found there and has been the 
subject of much sociological and cultural research and analysis. The sociologist 
Erving Goffman developed his theory of total institutions through the study of 
secluded institutional settings that are both physically and socially isolated from 
the surrounding society.11 The specific nature of refugee camps has also been 
analysed and conceptualised by ethnologist and anthropologist Michel Agier, 
who highlighted three primary characteristics governing these spaces. One is 
extraterritoriality, as camps are often located in remote areas. Another is excep-
tionality, since camps operate as exceptions to national legislation and are there-
fore governed by legal and administrative frameworks that differ from those that 
apply to the society that surrounds the camp. The third characteristic embodies 
social exclusion, as the inhabitants of the camps are not seen as belonging to the 
society and culture of the country in which the camps are located. These char-
acteristics of refugee camps naturally make effective and meaningful education 
and learning activities challenging. Despite this, such activities can be argued 
to carry indispensable importance and meaning, because they provide social 
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engagement within the otherwise monotonous and routine survival conditions 
of camp life itself and may offer potentially valuable perspectives.12

T H E  D A N I S H  R E F U G E E  A D M I N I S T R A T I O N  A N D  T H E  P O L I T I C A L  C O N T E X T
When the Danish government established the Refugee Administration in Sep-
tember 1945, the Danish Social Democratic politician and former minister Jo-
hannes Kjærbøl was appointed as its head. Among the major tasks facing the 
Refugee Administration was the organisation of schooling for children, as well as 
the provision of information, education, and cultural opportunities for refugees 
of all ages found in the camps.

Historically speaking, the utilisation of state power within the context of refu-
gee camps has most often been enacted to control refugees and their behaviours 
rather than providing them with meaningful opportunities.13 The Danish refu-
gee camps were, of course, also subject to strict measures of control. However, in 
contrast to many other historical cases, the Danish government assumed respon-
sibility, not only for providing health and welfare for the refugees in the camps, 
but also for offering a wide range of cultural activities to them. Many of these 
activities directly involved and were primarily organised by the German refugees 
themselves. The Danish government also sought to establish forms of in-camp 
governance through which refugees could participate in everyday decision-mak-
ing, allowing the foundational principles of democracy and citizenship to shape 
the practice of the camps. Schooling for children and young people, as well as 
learning activities for adults, were implemented to reach the intended goals of 
the camps. Non-formal adult learning activities—often referred to in the Danish 
educational tradition as “enlightenment”—formed an important part of this effort.

The rules for the camps, which were decided by the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs, stipulated that the children should be taught lessons or play at least 
six hours a day, and that the older refugees themselves should help organise this 
within a framework decided by the Danish authorities.14 After the establishment 
of the Refugee Administration, the framework for educational activities was 
gradually developed by the administration’s two committees for education and 
information respectively. In November 1945 a new regulation was also issued for 
the camps. It is this phase of the development of the camps and their activities 
that will be the primary focus of investigation in this chapter. 

The efforts of the Refugee Administration and its emphasis on education 
trying to teach the values of democracy should be understood in light of develop-
ments taking place in both international and Danish contexts in the years before 
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and while the camps were established. At the international level, key events 
included the Yalta Conference and the Potsdam Conference which were held 
towards the end of the war. It was here that the heads of state of the United States, 
Great Britain, and the Soviet Union discussed and agreed upon the roles and 
responsibilities each country would have in governing Germany following the 
war. The final agreements reached at Potsdam emphasised the values of democ-
racy and stated that one objective of the post-war effort was to prepare “...for the 
eventual reconstruction of German political life on a democratic basis.” They 
further declared that “German education shall be so controlled as completely 
to eliminate Nazi and militarist doctrines and to make possible the successful 
development of democratic ideas.”15 

These objectives were also important and foundational for the efforts of the 
Danish authorities. Furthermore, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), which was established in November 1945, 
also emphasised that education was a key component for the development of 
peaceful societies.16 

At the national level, the approach to education in the refugee camps was 
influenced by the political climate dominating Denmark at the end of the war, but 
also by educational initiatives that were undertaken before and during the war. 
In the decade preceding the war and during the occupation, the political climate 
in the country had been shaped by Social Democratic governments, which intro-
duced initiatives and reforms within the field of education heavily championing 
democratic ideals and values giving them a central role.17 

At the end of the war, a new Danish coalition government was formed led by 
the Social Democrat Vilhelm Buhl as Prime Minister. Although it existed only 
for a brief period, it was during this time that the Refugee Administration was 
established. Some of the actors involved in the educational reforms before and 
during the war became members of the Refugee Administration and took part 
in the planning and implementation of educational and informational activities. 
Social Democratic policies, values and ideas can therefore reasonably be assumed 
to have influenced the political doctrines and goals of the Refugee Administra-
tion and its work.18

E D U C A T I O N ,  E N L I G H T E N M E N T  A N D  I D E A S  O F  D E M O C R A C Y
From the outset, Kjærbøl emphasised the importance of education and informa-
tion activities in the camps and argued that these should be based on democratic 
ideals and values, yet the Refugee Administration needed to stay politically 
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neutral in its guiding operating principles. Following the establishment of the 
Refugee Administration, he delivered several speeches in which this view was 
emphasised and justified, noting that many of the refugees had little familiarity 
with democracy and democratic ideals. In his view, educating in this way had 
to be regarded as a moral obligation. He expressed this, for example, in a speech 
broadcast by the Danish Radio Service on 11 December 1945: “However, it was 
clear to us that we had a moral duty to initiate such educational and information-
al activities on a democratic but politically neutral basis.”19 He adds that after: “… 
5 years of Nazi occupation, we all have the goal of eliminating all forms of Nazi 
sentiment and beliefs.”20 In another speech, the thoughts behind the information 
activities were elaborated on by Kjærbøl when he stated the following: “… 13 years 
of Nazism have made Germans completely unfamiliar with the social conditions 
that dominate the world today. That is why we need to launch further information 
activities, for example in the form of lectures, distribution of pamphlets, estab-
lishment of libraries and the like.”21 Kjærbøl acknowledged the challenges posed 
by this endeavour, including securing a sufficient number of qualified teachers 
and providing fit for purpose textbooks and materials in the camps.

The Refugee Administration’s Education and Information Committee planned 
and initiated a comprehensive range of educational and informational activi-
ties, including schooling for children and young people, information initiatives 
primarily aimed at adults, short courses for adults responsible for teaching or 
pedagogical tasks, as well as education and information regarding the ideals 
and values of democracy. This latter element was also reflected in the structure 
of everyday camp governance, which partly drew on democratic principles. 
Despite the inherent constraints imposed by the physical confinement of the 
refugees in the camps and the many other practical challenges involved, “democ-
racy” appears to have been a key value defining the way the Danish authorities 
approached the task at hand. This approach was strongly influenced by the ideas 
of the Danish philosopher and theologian Hal Koch, who emphasised democ-
racy as a concept grounded in dialogue and as a way of life. Koch expressed these 
ideas in a Danish newspaper article from 1945, writing: “This is Democracy. It is 
the conversation (dialogue) and mutual understanding and respect that is the 
essence of democracy. (…) Thus understood, democracy is something far more 
comprehensive than a specific form of social governance. It’s a way of life ….”22

The concept of democracy that was emphasised by Hal Koch epitomises the 
idea that it is far more than just a form of government: it is a set of practices that 
can engender a complete way of life. In many respects, it corresponds with the 
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conceptions of democracy that were developed by modern critical social science 
scholars such as Jürgen Habermas, who emphasized the role of public commu-
nication and debate as a cornerstone in democratic governance.23 However, 
promoting and teaching such ideas in enclosed and segregated refugee camps 
might seem ambitious and contradictory. It would require sensitivity, pedagogical 
considerations, and a well-planned approach that fully accounted for the special 
contexts that defined the very nature of the camps.

In October 1945, the Education Committee of the Refugee Administration 
consisted of twelve Danish and German members with a wide range of exper-
tise in schooling and education. Key members included the head of the Refugee 
Administration, Johannes Kjærbøl, and Johannes Novrup who was an adviser in 
the Danish Ministry of Education. The committee also included German émigrés, 
among them the former Regional Minister of Justice and Education Hans Sievers 
and former teacher Walter Schulze.24 

Shortly after the establishment of the Education Committee, an Informa-
tion Committee was also established. Some of its thirteen members were also 
members of the Education Committee. Members included Johannes Kjærbøl 
who functioned as chairman; Poul Hansen, head of Esbjerg Workers’ Folk High 
School and of the committee’s activities; Jens Th. Arnfred, principal of Askov 
Folk High School; Christian Christiansen, Member of the Danish Parliament, 
co-founder and business manager of the Danish Workers’ Education Associa-
tion; and Johannes Novrup. German émigrés on the committee included Hans 
Sievers and the politically active Social Democrat Karl Rowold, who served as 
secretary. Several of the German members of the two committees had previ-
ously been active in the German Social Democratic Party but were forced to flee 
Germany after the Nazis came to power in 1933.25

Several of the appointees were active Social Democrats, and some of the 
Danish members had, in the preceding years, been involved in the development 
and implementation of a new type of national schooling for young people. Some, 
including several of the German members, had taken part in resistance activities 
during the war and had contributed to the production of the magazine Deutsche 
Nachrichten, which circulated anti-Nazi propaganda. After the war, the maga-
zine continued to be published on a weekly basis, now under the auspices of the 
Refugee Administration.26

Above, the chapter briefly outlined some of the many initiatives and types 
of activity that were planned and implemented through the education scheme 
that was enacted by the Refugee Administration. Below the focus will shift to 
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the study group activities that were conducted in the camps with the ideals of 
democracy as the main theme.

S T U D Y  G R O U P  A C T I V I T Y .  D E M O C R A T I C  L E A R N I N G  I N  S T U D Y  G R O U P S
In April 1946, the information committee of the Refugee Administration issued 
a ten-page document titled: “Plan for a Youth School in the German Refugee 
Camps”. The activities outlined herein included lectures, youth school teaching 
and study group activities.27 Information activities aimed at young refugees were 
considered particularly important given the propaganda and experiences that 
most German children and young people carried with them from their time in the 
Hitler Youth organisation and its Nazi ideology teachings. The guidelines in the 
document emphasised that the plan should be initiated as soon as possible, with 
a goal of being implemented by 15 September that same year.28 The committee 
wrote: “The first task must consist in finding a sufficient number of assistants for 
the Youth school by carrying out Hal Koch study groups for leaders and teachers. 
(…) it must be emphasized that a study group in a democratic spirit can only be 
carried out if the participants have volunteered.” 29 Furthermore, it is stipulated 
in the document that “this study group activity for potential teachers should be 
carried out at 2 to 3 double lessons a week”.30 This refers to a specific plan for the 
training of the teachers who were to lead the study groups. It was meant to guide 
people who were considered to be suitable teachers and educational leaders, and 
they were to complete Hal Koch study groups before teaching them. In this way, 
Hal Koch’s writings and ideas about democracy came to play an important role 
in the general dissemination of the ideas of democracy and democratic practices 
in general during this time. 

This outcome can probably be seen in light of the respect Koch wielded in 
Denmark during the occupation, as the pragmatic chairman of the Danish Youth 
Association formed in 1940 that functioned as a unifying organisation for youth 
associations. His book What is Democracy?,31 published in 1945, was well suited 
for the project, and many members of the committee were, like Koch, affiliated 
with the Social Democrats and the Danish folk high school movement, which 
was highly receptive to ideas such as these. In March and April 1946, Deutsche 
Nachrichten published a series of five articles based on chapters from Koch’s 
book. Questions were also prepared to accompany the texts, in order to support 
the study circles in the camps and to promote constructive debate. For example, 
for the article titled “Freedom”, the following questions were formulated: “1) Can 
democracy be secured through a constitution? 2) Can democracy offer absolute 
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and unrestricted freedom? 3) If not, what restrictions on freedom may be intro-
duced?”32 The texts were also subjected to discussion in the magazine. For exam-
ple, a refugee wrote the following: “In the series of articles: study circles by Hal 
Koch on “What is democracy?” it is emphasized that voting is not the essential 
thing about democracy. But the vote must reflect the will of the people. Again, the 
question is asked: ‘Is the majority always right?´ In a general sense, the answer to 
this question can only be yes because the majority also bears the consequences, 
so in reality the responsibility.”33

Koch’s contributions were used in various forms of teaching and informa-
tion activities, where they constituted the basis for debates in the study groups.34 
Regarding the study groups, it was emphasised in the plan that these could 
create opportunities for personal development and for the formation of desirable 
anti-autocratic attitudes. For example, it was stated that: “The importance of the 
study groups lies in the personal development they can bring the participants 
into, and it seems clear that the effect on opinions formed by participants can be 
spread from them to less developed people in the camps.”35 

The guide emphasised the importance of including both genders and all differ-
ent social groups, so that the activities could contribute to personal development 
and social integration forming across the differences determined by gender and 
social circumstances , while also facilitating the dissemination of desirable ideas 
and content.36 The study group methodology is best understood in detail through 
formulations like the following:

“A study group normally works in such a way that the participants take turns 
presenting the readings for the class in an introduction. (…) In practice, the lessons 
should probably be completed as conversation sessions without introductory 
speakers. This means that the teacher or leader is always the prime mover, who 
point by point discusses the material with the young people. It is sound method 
for the teacher to prepare for each lesson questions for the readings and address 
them to the circle.”37

The intention of the study group activity was largely based on an approach 
of inquiry, thereby fostering inquisitive dialogue among the participants ulti-
mately constituted through a dialectical method. It was designed to provide a 
framework for the participants’ personal reflections and to contribute to the 
formation of desirable changes in attitudes and personal development that would 
favour democracy as an institution and way of life. While these activities were 
participant-driven, the study group leader remained as the ‘prime mover’ of the 
ongoing dialogue.
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The study group practice had evolved within the Danish folk high school 
milieu that was dominant around the early part of the twentieth century as a 
means of ensuring public education and learning. It corresponded well with the 
ideas of Danish scholar N.F.S. Grundtvig and his followers with regard to educa-
tion and popular enlightenment, which had gained a strong foothold in Denmark 
during the nineteenth century. Study groups could be organised as self-directed 
activities based on inquisitive dialogue among participants, and they proved 
highly successful in the Danish labour movement’s adult education initiatives 
from the early twentieth century. As part of adult education in Germany during 
the Weimar years (1918–1933), the study groups were also an activity with which 
some of the refugees and the German émigrés affiliated with the information 
committee were familiar.38

From the perspective of the Refugee Administration, the study group meth-
odology offered significant potential for attitude re-formation and desirable 
personal development as part of the activities provided to the refugees. In the 
camps, the study group format created favourable opportunities to ground discus-
sions and content in the specific circumstances and experiences of the partic-
ipants that were likely to take part in such activities. In addition to texts on 
democracy, the guidelines also proposed the use of texts on subjects relevant to 
the general situation of the refugees, thereby providing opportunities to discuss 
issues such as democratic practices even within the confinement of an undem-
ocratic setting such as a refugee camp.

R E F U G E E  E X P E R I E N C E S  W I T H  S T U D Y  G R O U P  W O R K
Key elements of adult education in the camps included lectures, reading circles, 
and the study group activities described above. These study group activities 
covered a wide range of topics, allowing for dialogue on a diverse range of issues 
and from a multitude of different perspectives. The adult education programmes 
in the camps were generally defined by a broad cultural focus without explicit 
political content, although more overtly political issues relating to democracy 
were also addressed.

Reports from the camps submitted to the Refugee Administration indicate 
that numerous lectures were given on a wide range of topics, cultural subjects 
were particularly popular, but lectures of a political nature were also prevalent. 
In Kløvermarken—a large camp consisting of 17,000–18,000 refugees—a very 
high number of participants were reported to participate in the lectures on “What 
is democracy?”, which were to be delivered in all camps: 1,100 refugees partici-
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pated in one session and 1,600 at another.39 In 1946, there were also four study 
circles on the topic “What is democracy?”, each with between thirteen and thirty 
participants. The number of participants may not seem high, but a key point in 
study group activity was that the ideas could spread from the individuals in these 
groups to the rest of the refugees.40 

It was decided that study groups on democracy should be held in all Danish 
camps, and they were also mentioned in the reports. For example, reports from 
camps in the Copenhagen district in early 1947 noted that: “The Teachers’ Further 
Training takes place in a study group (...). All the teachers participate in Neue’s 
political study circles.”41

In the reports prepared by the Refugee Administration’s staff from the camps, 
activities linked to study groups based on Hal Koch’s texts, and on the theme of 
democracy, were also documented. Examples of this include reports from the 
Stabrand and Tirstrup camps, where it was noted that: “All young people partic-
ipate in the study group “What is democracy?” for two hours a week.”42

However, reports also indicate that these study group activities were carried 
out to varying degrees of success. This must be seen in light of the specific context 
of the refugee camps, which could highlight ambiguous outcomes in democratic 
learning, as described by one participant: “The female teachers at the vocational 
school were taught about democracy by a Dane no more than 24 years old, and he 
was often cornered by the brash matrons with questions concerning the contra-
dictions between theory and practice.”43 

Karl Blutau, who for a period served as cultural manager in the Esbjerg area, 
reflected in a report on cultural work on the educational activities related to 
democracy. He described his encounter with resistance to the overall effort and 
even questioned the feasibility of pursuing such educational initiatives: “As for 
the establishment of the Hal Koch study circles, I can refer to my previous report 
from the Esbjerg district. As in that case, after detailed discussions with German 
colleagues, I have formed the impression that there is no interest among camp 
residents in discussing the problems of democracy behind barbed wire under 
the guard of machine guns.”44 

He notes, however, that there was considerable interest among the refugees in 
knowing what was happening in the wider world. The same issue is highlighted 
in a report by a Danish leader of another study group on democracy: “20 April 
1946. (…) Today things came to a head, prompted by Hal Koch’s short chapter on 
freedom—a sensitive subject in this cramped camp, where they have now been 
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confined for a year. ‘Why do we have to stay here? Why can’t we at least go out 
and do some work, dig our own peat, help the farmers?”45

That the task of carrying out these activities could be challenging is thus 
evident in the various reports from the committee. Discussing the concept of 
‘freedom’ as Koch’s text suggested, must have appeared paradoxical to a refugee 
who lived under the circumstances of camp-life that defined their everyday expe-
rience. This points to evident limitations of the educational activities. A report 
on study group work in the camp Karrebæksminde provides a more elaborate 
example of this which will be investigated below. 

P R O C E S S  A N D  C O N T E N T  I N  A  S T U D Y  G R O U P
As described, the aim of the study group format was to contribute to democratic 
education through thematically based activities that sought to involve partici-
pants in discussions and reflection through dialogue. However, the study group 
activities themed around democracy could create tensions among the refugees 
and were carried out to a varying degree of success which is illustrated by the 
examples above. Democracy was a subject that could provoke a multitude of 
different opinions and strong reactions because of the philosophical and political 
wounds that were inflicted by Nazism and the Second World War. It is important 
to remember how the refugees had been subject to strong cultural propaganda 
and political messaging over the last couple of decades in Germany. The con-
ditions for teaching and learning in the refugee camps were not exactly ideal 
which did not help matters, it is understandable that such study circles could 
be fraught with conflict. This becomes evident when reading a report from the 
Karrebæksminde camp prepared by a study group leader who served there.46 

The refugee camp in Karrebæksminde was relatively small and existed only 
for a short period of time. The leader of the study group, a provost responsible for 
the group between May and August 1946, details in his account that it was impor-
tant to earn the participants’ trust and to ensure that they felt able to express 
themselves freely without fear of consequences, something he suggests was 
achieved relatively quickly. Regarding the participants in this particular group, he 
reports an average attendance of around thirty refugees, with women outnum-
bering men roughly two to one; most were between thirty and fifty years of age, 
although a few were older.47 The meetings lasted between one and a half to two 
hours. He continues: “As might be expected, the study group largely represented 
the more mature and intellectually engaged segment of the camp’s population. 
Among the participants were a university professor, who took part in leading the 
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group, an engineer, a teacher, two farmers, a foreman, several female teachers, 
two officers’ wives, the wives of a doctor, a dentist, and a clergyman, as well as 
two nurses and several middle-class housewives. Most were from urban back-
grounds.”48 He further notes that many of the participants held types of respon-
sibility within the camp, including roles such as teachers, sanitation workers, and 
block leaders. One of the participants, a German professor, assisted the Danish 
official in leading the group.49

Regarding the participants’ attitudes, he reported that he did not detect any 
overt expressions of Nazism. As the group included several individuals entrusted 
with responsibilities within the camp, this was perhaps to be expected. Hal 
Koch’s articles were used as the basis for discussion, and they proved to provide 
a productive starting point for many conversations.50 However, he noted that 
the participants were more concerned with the practical aspects of democ-
racy rather than the more philosophical and abstract dimensions of the politi-
cal doctrine, such as the concept of ‘freedom’ and its inherent meanings. Each 
session began with the leader presenting a section of a Hal Koch article, which 
some participants had read in advance. The professor then provided a summary, 
after which the floor was opened for discussion. Following the discussion, the 
leader summarised the session and outlined themes for the next meeting. At the 
first meeting of the circle, the discussion focused on the issue of Germany’s guilt 
and responsibility for the war. While the participants did not defend Nazism, 
the leader nevertheless experienced: “... a certain distrust of democracy and a 
pronounced tendency to defend Germany by shifting as much of the blame as 
possible onto others. (…) The professor’s view was that the other powers had not 
given Germany a fair chance when, under the Weimar Republic, it was genuinely 
seeking to build a democracy, and they had thereby paved the way for Hitler.”51

As study circle leader, the provost saw this debate as unfruitful in relation to 
the goal of the exercise. In light of this, when the circle gathered for the second 
time, he stated:

“… some remarks about the purpose of the circle (…) I then gave several stark 
examples of German injustices and cruelties in Denmark, including accounts 
recently shared with me by a personal acquaintance, and explained that it was 
against this background that we must understand our task and, through coop-
eration, seek a new and better way forward. This made a certain impression and 
helped to curb the tendency towards self-defence.”52

He followed up on this approach in the ongoing efforts of the circle:
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“In the subsequent meetings, where I sought to clarify democratic principles, 
the discussion readily turned to current and contentious issues (…). At the end 
of Hal Koch’s series of articles, he addresses the fundamental ideas on which 
democracy rests: law, freedom, and human dignity. This gave rise to discussions 
about broader outlooks on life. I sought to show that democracy as such is merely 
a form, the content of which is determined by the spirit of the people (…). This 
was met with lively support and no objections from those present.”53

Following the completion of the study group, the provost goes on to describe 
how two new groups meant for young people were established and led by former 
participants of the initial group: one of the groups focused on democracy, which 
was led by the professor, and another on Goethe, was led by a woman. The study 
group leader noted that:

“… at least some of the participants in the study group at the Karrebæksminde 
camp left with an impression of a view of life and society that stood in stark 
contrast to that from which they had come, and of a human outlook that made 
them more open.”54

C O N C L U S I O N
The sources describing the study circles on democracy that were planned by the 
Refugee Administration illustrate several key aspects of the endeavour. On the 
one hand, they describe how study circles were implemented, how they were 
intended to function, and finally how the underlying ideas of the project were 
aimed at fostering democratic learning. On the other hand, they describe the 
challenges of such activities in a refugee camp setting and how it affects dialogue, 
learning, and reflection which was apparent when the accounts of the partici-
pants were included. The sources unfortunately do not document the extent to 
which the study circles were implemented across all Danish camps; the number 
of available accounts are limited and represent only individual perspectives. 
However, reports from the inspectors and cultural leaders in the camps make 
it reasonable to assume that many refugees either participated with genuine 
interest or at least became aware of the theme and format of such activities. This 
positive engagement is also reflected in participants’ accounts, as illustrated in 
the examples above.

The sources indicate that, despite the contradictions—or perhaps because of 
them—the study groups functioned largely as intended by providing a space in 
which opinions could be exchanged and the nature and potential of democracy 
could be discussed. The strong views that could emerge in these debates are also 
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evident in the accounts, and leading such study groups was undoubtedly not 
always an easy task. However, the activity could also make a positive contribu-
tion to everyday camp life. One refugee later wrote that: “The lectures were of 
key importance for coexistence and for the German administration of the camp 
on a democratic basis.”55 

It is difficult to assess the long-term role of the study group activities in terms 
of how much the refugees took the lessons to heart and brought democratic 
ideals with them back to Germany. However, the activities undoubtedly provided 
meaningful engagement and distraction for the refugees in an everyday reality 
that was characterised by uncertainty, isolation, and the absence of family and 
homeland. As the study group leader puts it in his account: “How much of this 
will bear fruit in the future no one can know, but through the cultural work in the 
refugee camps Denmark has at least made a modest contribution to addressing 
what is perhaps the most important and difficult problem in Europe today: the 
building of a new, democratic, and peaceful Germany.”56
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C H A P T E R  4

Teaching Democracy: 
Denazification and 

Democratisation among 
German Refugees in 
Denmark, 1945–1947

John V. Jensen

S
ince the late 1990s, historical research regarding the German refugees 
in Denmark (1945–49) has largely focused on their health, living condi-
tions and treatment, which has attracted both attention and criticism 
from many places.1 This chapter, however, does not address illness and 

death suffered by the refugees in the camps, but rather it focuses on a largely 
overlooked aspect: the efforts of the Danish authorities to combat Nazism and 
promote democratisation among the approximately 200,000 German refugees 
who were left in Denmark after the war—and in particular among the more than 
50,000 school-age children.2

These efforts marked the beginning of what may be described as a democratic 
experiment that was conducted in the German refugee camps. More specifically, 
the chapter examines the background of the Danish initiatives and their subse-
quent development. It explores how the Danish authorities assumed control over 
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the education efforts within the camps and how schooling was employed as a 
tool in order to foster ideological transformation. This included, among other 
measures, the selection and screening of German teachers for the project. Based 
on a broader study of six selected refugee camps, the chapter analyses how this 
task was implemented in practice.

R E S E A R C H  A N D  S O U R C E S
The history of the German refugees has on several occasions been the subject of 
scholarly attention. Henrik Havrehed’s doctoral dissertation De tyske flygtninge i 
Danmark 1945–49 (1987) provides a survey of most aspects of the refugees’ histo-
ry. The wide thematic scope of the study, combined with the fact that Havrehed 
in practice came to align closely with the perspectives presented in the Refugee 
Administration’s own report, Flygtninge i Danmark 1945–49 (1950), constitutes 
its principal scholarly weakness which means it cannot provide the full historical 
picture.

In 1999, Kirsten Lylloff published the article Kan lægeløftet gradbøjes? (“Can 
the Hippocratic Oath Be Qualified?”), which was followed by the dissertation 
Barn eller fjende? (“Child or Enemy?”, 2005). In both cases, she advanced a 
sharp revisionist critique of both Havrehed’s interpretation and the position of 
the Refugee Administration. At the same time, the focus shifted from a broad 
“all-round” narrative to the more specific field of health and medical care, which 
constituted a clear analytical strength.

In recent years, however, this revisionist approach has been challenged. This 
applies, for example, to Leif Hansen Nielsen’s Tyske flygtninge i Nordslesvig 
1945–48 (2013) and, to a somewhat lesser extent, Thomas Harder’s De Uønskede 
(“The Unwanted”, 2020), as well as to my own contributions to this topic. In vari-
ous articles and books, I have adopted what might, for the sake of convenience, 
be termed a post-revisionist position, which includes my book, Tyskere på flugt 
(“Germans on the Run”, 2020).

Recently, attention has been given to the education and enlightenment initia-
tives that were conducted in the German refugee camps. I have contributed to this 
line of research with the article Mellem nazisme og demokrati. Skole- og under-
visningsarbejdet blandt de tyske flygtninge i Danmark 1945–49 (“Between Nazism 
and Democracy: Schooling and Educational Work among German Refugees in 
Denmark, 1945–49”), which was published in Historisk Tidsskrift (2021). This 
research has since been followed by Karen Egedal Andreasen and Palle Rasmus-
sen’s book Uddannelse og oplysning i de danske flygtningelejre efter Anden 
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Verdenskrig (“Education and Enlightenment in the Danish Refugee Camps after 
the Second World War”, 2024) and most recently by my doctoral dissertation, 
De må opdrages til at forstå… Nazismebekæmpelse og demokratisering i de tyske 
flygtningelejre i Danmark med særligt henblik på skole- og undervisningsområdet 
1945–47 (“They Must Be Educated to Understand… Denazification and Democ-
ratisation in the German Refugee Camps in Denmark, with Particular Reference 
to Schooling and Education, 1945–47”, 2025), which places particular emphasis 
on the denazification efforts within the school system of the camps. The present 
chapter of this anthology primarily builds on the findings of that dissertation.

B A C K G R O U N D :  C O L L A P S E ,  P O T S D A M ,  A N D  D E M O C R A C Y
During the winter of 1944 and the spring of 1945, several million German civil-
ians fled from the advancing forces of the Red Army, which were rapidly moving 
westward towards Berlin in order to crush Nazism and Hitler’s Third Reich. 
Even before this, a secret order issued by Hitler on 4 February 1945 had further 
accelerated the refugee movements from east to west. In the following months, 
up to 5 May 1945, tens of thousands of German refugees arrived in Denmark. 
There, the German Plenipotentiary, Werner Best, in cooperation with the Ger-
man Wehrmacht, was responsible for accommodating the incoming masses. 3

Immediately after liberation, the Danish authorities estimated that approx-
imately 240,000 German refugees were present in the country. These were 
interned in camps with the intention of rapid repatriation back to Germany.4 As 
late as May and June 1945, the Danish government still hoped that the civilian 
German refugees would soon leave the country. This did not occur, and when 
the figures were revised during late summer, they showed that just north of 
200,000 German refugees remained in Denmark, with no prospect of immedi-
ate repatriation.

The broad geopolitical outlines for the future of Germany and Europe were 
drawn by the Allied victors: the United States, the Soviet Union, and Great Brit-
ain. Already at the Yalta Conference in February 1945, the question of the future 
denazification of the German population had been articulated and resulted in 
the following key terms:

“The establishment of order in Europe and the rebuilding of national economic 
life must be achieved by processes which will enable the liberated peoples to 
destroy the last vestiges of nazism and fascism and to create democratic institu-
tions of their own choice.” 5
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At the subsequent Potsdam Conference in July–August 1945, it was heavily 
emphasised that the primary Allied objectives for rebuilding Germany was to 
convince the German people that they—and Nazism—had suffered a total and 
complete military defeat. The task was therefore:

“To prepare for the eventual reconstruction of German political life on a 
democratic basis and for eventual peaceful co-operation in international life by 
Germany.” 6

This overarching objective naturally also applied to the reorganisation of a 
new German educational system, from which Nazism was to be eradicated and 
replaced with democratic principles. The German school system was in this way 
one of the fronts in the struggle to eliminate anti-democratic thought and Nazism 
among the German public. The goal was a democratic Germany, but the path 
towards it was only vaguely outlined in the Potsdam Agreement.7

The outcome of the war meant that the Western democracies, the United 
States and Great Britain, stood in a particularly strong position.8 In Denmark as 
well, there was broad support for democracy after the liberation of the country. 
This is evident, for example, in the Social Democratic Party’s program Frem-
tidens Danmark (“Denmark of the Future”), that was adopted in the autumn of 
1945. The Social Democratic vision for the post-war years recognised that the 
school system played a central role as one of the foundations of a functioning 
democracy. Through equal access to primary education, social equality was to 
be strengthened, and a general raising of educational standards was expected 
to foster economic growth.9 Such were the prevailing educational policy ideas 
of the time.

T H E  G E R M A N  R E F U G E E S  M U S T  B E  E N L I G H T E N E D
On 24 July 1945, Danish authorities received discouraging news from the British 
military authorities: the German refugees would not be able to leave the country 
before 1946 at the earliest.10 Until then, Danish policy had focused on the most 
urgent matters pertaining to refugee management: food supply, policing and 
confinement , medical services, and burial arrangements.11 The expectation of a 
rapid repatriation of the refugees meant that there were only very few consider-
ations given regarding information campaigns, schooling, or the initiation of a 
process driving denazification and democratisation of the refugees.

During the summer of 1945, however, it became increasingly clear that the 
Danish authorities would have to assume control over the schooling of the 
German refugee children. The Danish Refugee Administration, under the lead-
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ership of the former minister and Social Democrat Johannes Kjærbøl, together 
with the newly established Education Committee, formulated and implemented 
educational policies in the German refugee camps, in which the combating 
of Nazism and democratisation became integral components. The committee 
consisted of Danish educational experts, newly appointed school inspectors, and 
German anti-Nazis who lived in exile in Denmark.

In the earliest phase of the refugee crisis, schooling was almost entirely absent 
from official priorities. One exception was the Regulations for German Refugees 
of July 1945, which stated: “Children shall, with the assistance of the refugees 
themselves, be engaged in instruction or play under supervision for at least six 
hours daily.”12 This provision was hardly intended as an instrument of dena-
zification or democratisation. Rather, it should primarily be understood as a 
disciplinary measure designed to create order and a degree of normality in the 
camps. That schooling was not yet a central concern was further confirmed by 
the Instructions for Camp Leaders in the German Refugee Camps, likewise issued 
in July 1945, which contained detailed regulations concerning provisions and 
disease control, but made no mention of any educational efforts.13

The first signs that some of the responsible parties considered information 
work as a necessary addition became evident in June and July 1945. The surviv-
ing drafts for the education initiatives are few and were handed directly to the 
Social Democratic Minister of Labour and Social Affairs, Hans Hedtoft, or his 
colleagues. One such appeal came from the former resistance member and 
member of the Danish Freedom Council, Frode Jakobsen, who wrote to Hedtoft 
on 3 June 1945. From Jakobsen’s point of view, an information campaign aimed at 
the civilian refugees should be conducted before they were sent back to Germany. 
As he wrote, this was not to be purposeful propaganda, but rather sober and 
objective information: first off all, the refugees should be presented with a truthful 
account of the Danish-German relations during the occupation, and thereafter, 
he mused that a clear statement regarding the Danish population’s position on 
democracy and Nazism would be impactful.14

Although Jakobsen’s proposals were general and not fully developed, he was 
not alone in pitching such ideas. In July 1945, the Committee of the Anti-Nazi 
German Organizations of Refugees—an organisation that dealt with German 
political figures living in exile in Denmark—also approached Hedtoft.15 They 
warned the Danish minister: “We could observe that the National Socialists 
who are in the German Red Cross and in the camps determine what opinions 
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the refugees are to form and even attempt to suppress any democratic anti-Nazi 
movement among the refugees.”16

This, however, was not their only concern as their proposal continued: “We 
consider it absolutely necessary to make possible a positive attitude among all 
anti-Nazi and democratically minded refugees. At this very moment they are in 
such a psychologically receptive state that it must be used to make them under-
stand how the world views the German people, so that they may comprehend 
the judgment of the world and, on the basis of this recognition, be educated 
towards a new sense of responsibility (…) An extensive program of information 
and political education among the refugees is urgently required and of the great-
est importance.”17

The Danish authorities were likely not opposed to the idea that an educa-
tional effort was necessary for the children found among the German refugees. 
At the same time, however, it is evident that they harboured skepticism towards 
the German émigrés who had organised in the Anti-Nazi Refugee Committee. 
Minutes from a meeting in the Ministry of Social Affairs on 6 September 1945 
reveal that the security police were instructed to investigate the names of all 
German émigrés involved in the proposal mentioned above.18 The chief concerns 
that was expressed by the Danish authorities were that “they live too much in 
ideas from before 1933 and are highly dependent on Russia,”19 and that “although 
the Anti-Nazi German Refugee Committee is strongly oriented towards Moscow, 
too much time would be wasted if it were dismissed outright.”20

The compromise was therefore to ensure strict control over these émigrés 
and their organisation: “moderate figures should be attached to the Anti-Nazi 
German Refugee Committee so that it may be moderated, and we are thereby 
safeguarded against the Communists.”21 The threat of communism thus became 
a central element in Danish reservations towards the émigrés. Yet this concern 
diminished during the course of 1945, as several of the most communist-oriented 
émigrés left Denmark.22 After their exit, the Social Democratic influences became 
predominant in the organisation. Gradually, Danish skepticism also eased, and 
German anti-Nazi émigrés came to exercise considerable influence on the Danish 
educational efforts and how the task was approached.

W H A T  P L A N S  D I D  T H E  D A N I S H  A U T H O R I T I E S  H A V E ?
The most significant response to the continued presence of the German refu-
gees in Denmark was the establishment of the Refugee Administration in early 
September 1945. It was placed under the leadership of the experienced Social 
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Democratic politician and former minister Johannes Kjærbøl, thereby centralising 
all responsibility for refugee affairs in one governmental body.23

On the one hand, the Refugee Administration created economies of scale 
with regard to food supply, procurement, and the reduction of administrative and 
guard personnel costs.24 On the other hand, the concentration of refugees in fewer 
and larger camps strengthened the possibilities for establishing a programme of 
education and information that was directed and controlled by the Danish state.

In a speech delivered in early October 1945, Kjærbøl outlined the plans for the 
schooling and educational provisions in the refugee camps. With this, schooling 
had become one of the areas in which the Danish authorities saw a clear oppor-
tunity to intervene, ensuring that “appropriate instruction be established for the 
children and that an information campaign on a democratic basis be initiated 
for the adults.25

From October 1945 onward, the initiatives of the Refugee Administration 
and Kjærbøl within the field of education began to crystallise and take shape. 
Just over half a year later, in March 1946, the newspaper Information reported 
in great detail on the educational initiatives taking place in the refugee camps 
and their broader significance: “The elementary school is naturally an impor-
tant element in the democratisation efforts, and the children are given instruc-
tion corresponding to that received by pupils in the Danish primary school, as 
well as in the middle school and the first year of the gymnasium.” 26 The coverage 
of the issue in Information illustrates that Kjærbøl and his administration had 
succeeded in communicating to the press and Danish public that the schools 
constituted an important and reasonable component of the effort to combat 
Nazism and promote democratisation among the refugees—and that this effort 
also served Danish interests.

T H E  R E F U G E E  A D M I N I S T R A T I O N ’ S  E D U C A T I O N  C O M M I T T E E
The concrete formulation of the Refugee Administration’s school and educational 
policies was entrusted to the newly established Education Committee within 
the Refugee Administration. The committee was appointed on 25 October 1945 
with the specific task of drafting guidelines for instruction and teaching while 
also bringing it under Danish control. It consisted of both Danish educational 
and didactic experts and German exiles and anti-Nazis. The daily head of the 
Education Committee was the senior lecturer Einar Matthiesen.27

At the same time, it was specified that: “… for the time being, the teachers 
already present or other suitable persons among the refugees shall be employed 
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for instruction. In order to ensure that teaching is conducted on a neutral basis, 
the Refugee Registration Office has been requested to review the teaching staff 
with a view to excluding teachers who, on account of their political views, must 
be considered unsuitable.” 28 In other words, both a political and a professional 
selection or screening of the teachers was to take place.

The task of carrying out the exclusion process was entrusted to the newly 
appointed school inspectors serving the Refugee Administration. Like the simi-
larly appointed refugee inspectors—whose responsibility concerned the material 
and social welfare of the refugees within the camps—they were to implement 
and ensure the agreed upon educational policies through regular inspections 
and by contributing to the development of schools and teaching in the individual 
refugee camps. Initially, six school inspectors were appointed, shouldering the 
responsibility for inspecting the 335 refugee camps that were still in operation 
at the time of their appointment on 1 January 1946.29

In contrast to the refugee inspectors, half of whom were women, all the school 
inspectors were men and all had professional backgrounds in education. The 
majority were also Danish-minded South Jutlanders who had grown up in the 
former German Empire and attended German (Prussian) schools. They were in 
this way intimately familiar with the German language and culture. Several of 
these school inspectors had even served on the side of the Germans during the 
First World War. At least one came from the Danish resistance movement and 
had been imprisoned by the Gestapo and was held in a concentration camp for 
a period of time. The group also included the German anti-Nazis Felix Arndt and 
Walter Schulze who both resided in Denmark.30

The school inspectors’ duties consisted of traveling from camp to camp within 
their respective districts (typically organised by county) and reporting back to the 
Education Committee of the Refugee Administration and to Einar Matthiesen. 
During their inspections, they were to engage in discussions with the local Danish 
camp leaders, the German headmasters, and their teaching staff, and in this way 
assist in advancing the educational work where necessary. On the one hand, 
this meant removing obstacles to the programme—whether posed by Danish 
camp leaders, German school heads, or other individuals. On the other hand, 
they were to motivate and stimulate the educational effort in accordance with 
Danish expectations. In addition, they were entrusted with the important task 
of interviewing all German teachers in order to assess their professional quali-
fications, political attitudes, and possibly exclude them if they failed to live up to 
the stipulated standards. The school inspectors were therefore to serve simulta-
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neously as pedagogical advisers, political overseers, and as the link between the 
Refugee Administration and the camps at the local level.

G E R M A N  T E A C H E R S  A N D  N E W  T E A C H I N G  M A T E R I A L S
Sufficiently qualified German teachers with an unblemished political record 
were in short supply. This limited pool of suitable candidates posed a challenge 
both to the quality of instruction and to the efforts at denazification. Without 
circumlocution the head of education in the Kløvermarken camp Claus Moldt 
stated the following: “The intelligentsia is sparsely represented.”31 Another of the 
newly appointed school inspectors, Johannes Fosmark, commented on the teach-
ing situation in the newspaper Socialdemokraten: “Available for instruction are 
a number of female teachers, several of whom are capable instructors, whereas 
among the male teaching staff there are almost only pensioners and invalids; 
and when dealing with older boys who for years have been without a father’s 
authority, an energetic young teacher could work wonders.”32 			 
He further noted: “The youngest teachers have known only the school of Nazism. 
Many of them are deeply shaken by what they have taken part in; they struggle 
with these problems, often without really having the intellectual resources to 
form a new foundation. Others are habitually bound to Nazi modes of thought, 
which they follow unconsciously. They do not understand why they cannot be 
employed as teachers. But the school must, for the time being, be intolerant on 
this point.” 33

The consequence was that it became necessary to recruit other personnel in 
order to fill the role as teachers—refugees with backgrounds in engineering, or 
merchants, clerks, physicians, or any able-bodied individual who had a diploma 
of completing secondary schooling or similar qualifications were seen as possi-
ble candidates. Teaching materials constituted another major problem. What 
was needed were German-language books that were denazified and politically 
acceptable. German textbooks produced after 1933 were most often unusable and 
had to be discarded.34 These circumstances naturally affected both the quality 
and the scope of the instruction efforts.

The Refugee Administration therefore initiated the production of its own 
teaching materials. This meant that the refugees were presented with new text-
books that were not merely devoid of Nazi content, but also specifically designed 
to encourage, or at the very least not hinder, an “education for democracy.”35 
This is evident, for example, in the Education Committee’s textbook Lehr- und 
Stoffplan für den Volkschulunterricht from 1946. The curriculum specified that 
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teaching should clearly distance itself from National Socialism in academic fields 
such as geography instruction. At the same time, National Socialist doctrine, 
militarism, and imperialism were excluded from both textbooks and class-
room teachings. “The new Germany must regain the trust of the world through 
the construction of a peaceful democratic community,” the curriculum boldly 
declared—its intention could hardly have been stated more unequivocally.36

Another objective of the Danish educational policies in the refugee camps was 
to increase the number of weekly teaching hours that refugees were exposed to. 
My research shows that in the vast majority of camps, it was possible to raise the 
average instruction time from only a few hours per week to more than twenty—
and in some cases it was raised to around thirty hours each week.37

C O N V E R S A T I O N S ,  N O T  P O L I C E  I N T E R R O G A T I O N S
The German teachers who were already teaching in the refugee camps were 
interviewed and prodded with regard to their professional qualifications and their 
attitude towards the issues of Nazism and democracy. This purging process, as 
it was occasionally described as, was intended to ensure that active Nazis were 
removed from the programme. It would, of course, have been easier if there had 
there been a surplus of democratically minded and anti-Nazi teachers available. 
The interview records of the school inspectors show that the majority of teachers 
had previously either been members of the NSDAP or other Nazi youth organi-
sations such as the Hitler Youth for boys, the Bund Deutscher Mädel for girls, as 
well as other Nazi organisations.

In November 1945, Walter Schulze and Gustav Johannsen conducted the 
first interviews of potential German refugee teachers in the Copenhagen area. 
In connection with these interviews—or conversations, as the Danish represen
tatives themselves preferred to call them—paper sheets containing fifty to sixty 
questions were prepared. These were most likely designed to facilitate discussion 
if the interview came to a standstill and to further uncover the political views 
of the interviewee. Among the questions were: “Why did Hitler not permit free-
dom of opinion”? and “When did you first begin to have doubts about the Third 
Reich?”38

Such questions provided an opportunity to assess the interviewee’s level of 
reflection and views on democracy and dictatorship.39 How frequently these 
questions were actually utilised in the interviews, however, remains unknown.

It is reasonable to assume that these conversations resembled job interviews, 
in which the school inspectors sought to avoid giving the impression that inter-
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viewees were facing a partial police interrogation.40 A then-contemporary defi-
nition of how the Danish authorities understood the term “Nazis,” and therefore 
who needed to be excluded, is not known. The interview records nevertheless 
make clear that previous membership of the NSDAP and other Nazi organisations 
was among the first aspects of eligibility that were considered. Subsequently, 
attention was given to the individual’s immediate credibility, attitude, and level 
of political awareness. In other words, these interviews were conducted with a 
certain matter of discretion. The small group of school inspectors who worked 
in cooperation with the local Danish camp leaders wielded a certain degree of 
latitude when determining who could be useful additions to facilitate the teach-
ing efforts.

The inspectors also had the option of granting conditional approval, whereby 
a teacher would remain under supervision while teaching. In cases of doubt, 
they could consult the chairman of the Education Committee, Senior Lecturer 
Einar Matthiesen, who made the final decision. The records occasionally reveal 
traces of conflicts between school inspectors and some of the German teachers; 
in cases where no agreement could be reached, the outcome of a disagreement 
would be decided by a Danish official.

The Danish authorities soon realised that it was an impossible standard to 
categorically exclude all former members of the NSDAP, the Bund Deutscher 
Mädel, the Hitler Youth, or other Nazi organizations. Such a policy would have 
been straightforward and safer, but it would also have excluded many profes-
sional and qualified teachers which would have exacerbated the already signifi-
cant shortage of staff. Danish tolerance, however, had its limits. Former members 
of organisations such as the SS, Waffen-SS, and the Gestapo were systematically 
excluded.

The surviving index cards from the project record both the professional and 
political assessments of the chosen individual teachers. One example concerns a 
teacher who had been a member of the Nazi Party but, after learning of Nazi war 
crimes, had become deeply shaken in their belief and now participated actively 
in the camp’s democratic educational work—at least according to the Danish 
inspector’s evaluation. Another case involved an individual who projected a quiet 
demeanour and whose disposition was difficult to assess because of it. A third 
example described a teacher who, in the inspector’s view, possessed a convinc-
ing character, was anti-Nazi and democratically inclined, and who maintained 
beneficial contact with the children.



69

These examples underscore how difficult it could be for school inspectors 
to discern the true convictions of the interviewees during their relatively brief 
conversations. Was the individual lying or speaking honestly? Should a capable 
but politically compromised teacher be employed for the sake of the children and 
the continuity of didactic instruction, or was exclusion the only option? Words 
such as “presumably” and similar qualifiers appear frequently in the notes, high-
lighting the considerable element of uncertainty inherent in this line of work.

More than 1,500 potential German teachers across several hundred camps 
were interviewed in order to determine their political and ideological disposi-
tions or convictions. In connection with a study I conducted of six chosen refu-
gee camps, I examined 573 interview records belonging to these camps.41 The 
camps were selected from among more than 300, with the primary criterion of 
ensuring broad representation from both the smallest and the largest camps in 
the system. A further objective was to perform an analysis that covered a wide 
geographical range across the country. While the material that was investigated 
does not provide a comprehensive view of the national picture, it illuminates 
several central variations in the interview practices.

The school inspectors began their work in the small camps found in Copen-
hagen, which makes it possible to examine the initial difficulties encountered in 
the process. These camps, however, were often closed and dismantled relatively 
quickly. By contrast, in the larger and longer-lasting camps it was possible to trace 
sustained developments. In this way, the different types of camps complement 
one another when investigating them analytically.

Of the 573 interview records from the six camps, women constituted the 
majority of those interviewed totalling 424 cases or seventy-four per cent of 
the total. Among the women, 351 (eighty-three per cent) of interviewees were 
declared suitable, fifty-one (twelve per cent) were assessed as conditionally suit-
able, and only twenty-two (five per cent) were deemed unsuitable.

The situation was somewhat different for the male teachers. Of the 149 men 
interviewed, only ninety-eight (sixty-six per cent) were assessed as suitable. 
Twenty-three male teachers (fifteen per cent) were considered conditionally 
suitable, while twenty-eight (nineteen per cent) were declared unsuitable.

The reasons for these figures with surprisingly high rates of approval were 
most likely determined by the practical need for teachers. 

There were limits to how critical the school inspectors could be, if instruction 
and education was not to collapse. The comparatively lower rate of male teachers 
may be explained by the fact that they were generally older and had more often 
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been active and more highly placed within the Nazi movement.42 The relatively 
low number of exclusions naturally raises the uncomfortable question of how 
extensive and thorough the Danish efforts actually were in rooting out Nazism.

Altogether, the evidence suggests that the Danish approach to the political 
purging was predominantly pragmatic—it was a synthesis of what was ultimately 
desirable and what was actually possible.43

C O N C L U S I O N
It became an objective for the Danish authorities to counter Nazism and promote 
democratic tendencies and values among the German refugees who arrived 
in Denmark during the final months of the occupation. This effort took place 
in many aspects of the treatment of the refugees including within the field of 
schooling and education, where it constituted a broader attempt to ensure an 
enduring peace following the Second World War and the German occupation. 
In this sense, the initiative may also be seen as a coherent effort aligning with 
Denmark’s democratic traditions that dates back to 1849 and as a reaffirmation 
of the inherent value and legitimacy of that tradition.

The establishment of a school system in the refugee camps was significant, 
not only because it served as a control and discipline mechanism within the large 
camps, but also because it provided refugees with knowledge and wisdom which 
prepared them for a future within a new international order. It functioned as a 
safeguard against intellectual and moral stagnation. The effort may also have 
demonstrated that a democratic state with a strong administrative organisation 
was capable of shouldering major responsibilities and upholding its values. In 
that sense, the management of the German refugees helped shape the broader 
development of the emerging Danish welfare state.

The educational initiatives in the refugee camps were clearly aligned with the 
Allied decisions at the Yalta and Potsdam conferences to eradicate Nazism and 
build a democratic Germany. Democracy had triumphed over Nazism—at least 
in the West—and in Denmark there were influential political currents, not least 
within the Social Democratic Party, that sought to expand and consolidate Danish 
democracy and establish a modern welfare state. In this way it seemed natural 
to extend these guiding principles to the German refugee camps in Denmark.

Despite early calls for action, Danish authorities delayed making any deci-
sions until autumn 1945, when it became clear the refugees would stay indefi-
nitely. After addressing the most urgent issues, the Refugee Administration began 
implementing schooling, elections, and information campaigns within the camps 
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to counter Nazism. During the winter of 1945–46, guidelines were established 
and supervised by Danish inspectors to ensure meaningful alignment with the 
official aims of the programme.

Democracy had prevailed in the war, and Danish authorities subsequently 
sought to erase Nazism in its name. Whether this helped foster a democratic 
Germany is uncertain, but the effort was pragmatic in nature, it was a balance 
between highminded ideals and very real constraints. Though Danish author-
ities were unable to promote democracy directly and limited by resources, the 
establishment of schooling in the refugee camps reflected a clear commitment 
to democratic values and to the reconstruction of a new Europe.

The actual impact of these democratisation and denazification efforts is diffi-
cult to assess and would require an extensive analysis of a completely different 
set of sources. Nevertheless, the initiative aligned Denmark with its Western 
Allies in shaping a democratic Western Europe and likely reinforced a sense 
of belonging to “the free world.” Over time, however, both the initiative and the 
refugees faded from public memory, despite representing a notable—yet largely 
overlooked—chapter in Danish post-war history.
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C H A P T E R  5

In the Absence of a Plan: 
The Rehabilitation of 

Non-German Displaced 
Persons in Denmark,  

1945–1953
Morten Baarvig Thomsen

I
n the wake of the Second World War, Europe was awash with refugees and 
displaced persons of every kind and origin. Some estimates put the total 
number at eleven million or more.1 The heart of this crisis lay in Germany 
and Austria. Amid the smouldering ruins of Hitler’s Thousand-Year Reich, 

around eight million non-German refugees, prisoners of war, concentration 
camp inmates, and other kinds of so-called Displaced Persons (DPs) filled refu-
gee camps run by The Supreme Headquarters of the Allied Expeditionary Force 
(SHAEF) and the newly established United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation 
Administration (UNRRA) in the western occupation zones.2 Some, including 
the majority of Baltic citizens and a large portion of Poles, would stay in this 
state of flux for years; while most of these individuals, like the majority of Soviet 
Citizens, would quickly be repatriated - willingly or otherwise.3 
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This is, of course, not a new tale. The social, political, and humanitarian 
aspects of this crisis have been tackled in depth by several historians.4 While 
such works can hardly be disparaged for their lack of detail, they have focused 
almost exclusively on the (western) occupation zones. This is understandable. 
The former Reich was, after all, the nucleus of the post-war refugee ‘problem’. 
What the current historiography tends to neglect, or only briefly mention, is 
that the post-war displacement crises stretched far beyond Central Europe. In 
larger retellings of the post-war refugee crisis, territories formerly under German 
occupation, such as Denmark or Norway, and neutral countries, such as Sweden, 
have so far only been allowed a walk-on role. Denmark, which this chapter deals 
with, had to handle the fallout of wartime German civilian and military evacu-
ations. When the dust settled and the refugees that could be immediately repat-
riated had left, around 200,000 Germans were stranded in Denmark. It would 
take years before the allied powers allowed them to return to German territory.5 
These were not traditional DPs (non-enemy nationals on enemy territory) and, 
as such, the situation and camp system for German refugees in Denmark shared 
only few commonalities with the situation in the allied occupation zones. At the 
same time, the international literature on this subject has largely overlooked that 
Denmark also housed around 34,000 ‘actual’ DPs in their own separate camp 
and care system organised by the Danish Red Cross.6 This was not a separate 
crisis. As in the occupation zones, these ‘non-German refugees’ (or DPs) mostly 
consisted of Eastern Europeans (26,229) with the largest groups being Soviet 
Citizens (7,855), Poles (9,435) and Balts (5,950). There were also a variety of refu-
gees from Central and Western Europe (4,835) and a small number from various 
other nations.7 Like south of the border, the DPs were a hodgepodge of civilians, 
forced labourers, concentration camp inmates, prisoners of war and non-Ger-
man soldiers from the defeated German army.8 In a European perspective, they 
constitute a missing piece of the post-war refugee puzzle. 

The following chapter provides an overview of the treatment of non-German 
refugees in Denmark during the years 1945–1953. Since the topic is scarcely 
studied in Denmark, the chapter starts by sketching out the development of the 
refugee care system.9 In the following analysis, I discuss living conditions and 
rehabilitation efforts within the Danish DP camps. The primary goal is to inves-
tigate the efforts made to prepare refugees for a return to normal civilian life. 
Drawing on reports, meeting minutes and other official state documents as well 
as published refugee memoirs and local case studies, I argue that the Danish state 
had not originally envisioned DP camps as sites of rehabilitation. In the absence 
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of a plan, humanitarian concerns, changes in economic policy, efforts to ease 
administrative burdens and a hesitantly implemented integration policy nonethe-
less allowed for the implementation of various piece-meal rehabilitation efforts. 
These were, in turn, bolstered by the actions of energetic DPs within the camps 
and hampered by the system’s overall lack of resources and standardisation.  

C A R I N G  F O R  N O N - G E R M A N  R E F U G E E S  1 9 4 5 – 1 9 5 3
The Danish care and camp system for non-German refugees lasted from 1945 
to 1953. During this time, operational responsibility changed hands repeated-
ly from one organisation and government body to another. Preparations had 
actually begun during the war: in 1944, the headquarters of the allied forces in 
London agreed with Danish representatives that the Danish state would handle 
DPs when the occupation ended.10 In practice, though, when Germany officially 
surrendered on 5 May 1945, no concrete care system was yet in place. It thus fell 
to those closest (mostly the local Red Cross and the resistance) to provide food 
and shelter for DPs wherever they were found.11 Around 9 May, the Danish Red 
Cross was officially handed the task of caring for non-German refugees. The 
organisation opened a special refugee department in Copenhagen led by Dr. 
Esther Ammundsen and Eigil Juel Henningsen, which quickly set about estab-
lishing camps to collect displaced foreigners.12 At the system’s capacity peak in 
July 1945, 65 camps housed around 18,900 DPs.13

Due to negative press coverage of the treatment of Baltic DPs, the partnership 
with the Red Cross did not last.14 By 1 October 1947, responsibilities transferred to 
the National Refugee Administration (Flygtningeadministrationen) which had 
cared for German refugees since September 1945.15 At that time, the number 
of DPs and camps had fallen to around 3,000 and seven respectively.16 In 1948, 
responsibility shifted again: This time to the local branch of the International 
Refugee Organization (IRO), the UN body established during 1946 and 1947 as 
a replacement for UNRRA.17 As in the rest of Europe, IRO’s primary goal was to 
facilitate the repatriation or resettlement of DPs who remained in the camps.18 
By 1 October 1950, IRO had reduced the number of DPs in Denmark to 1,453, 
with over half having been granted residence permits.19 Within the bounds of an 
expanded agreement, the Danish IRO branch continued its work until 1 October 
1952.20

In 1950, as efforts to push the remaining DPs to repatriate or emigrate 
seemed increasingly hopeless, the Danish Ministry of Social Affairs (Arbejds- 
og Socialministeriet) established The Committee Concerning Non-German 
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Refugees, tasking them with closing the care system. This required a solution for 
the remaining DPs. While overseas resettlement was never fully abandoned, the 
main task of the committee became to integrate the remaining ‘hardcore cases’ 
by helping them find work, education, housing, or an appropriate social welfare 
program. In their final public report, the Committee described their work as 
“exceedingly difficult” which they explained was due to the fact that “the most 
energetic [refugees] had [already] emigrated or acquired housing and work here 
in the country, and of the group that was left many were physically or mentally 
ill.”21 An internal report also noted that most DPs came from “east of the iron 
curtain, and owing to political reasons they do not wish to return”.22 Despite such 
problems, the committee succeeded. Through counselling, language classes, and 
pressure on the refugees, it became possible to close the last camp on 1 April 1953. 
About 1,242 of the original 34,000 non-German refugees had acquired work and 
residence permits.23 As far as the Danish state was concerned, the refugee prob-
lem had been solved. 

T H E  B I R T H  O F  A  T W O - T I E R E D  C A M P  S Y S T E M :  L I V I N G  C O N D I T I O N S  I N  D A N I S H  D P 
C A M P S
Gaining an accurate overview of the day-to-day living conditions in the Danish 
DP camps is far from a simple task. They evolved much over the eight-year period, 
and the chaotic post-war conditions of Europe in May 1945 makes grasping the 
system’s origins particularly difficult. Immediately after liberation, it seems that 
non-Germans were often separated from German refugees wherever they were 
held even before any official instructions had been issued from Copenhagen. 
Otherwise, living conditions were contingent on where DPs found themselves. 
Most, however, likely resembled those found in Svendborg, an old harbour town 
in Southern Denmark. Here, 1,500 French and Soviet prisoners of war were 
housed in various school buildings, where they slept on beds of straw. They did 
not lack sustenance or shelter, but their clothes were tattered.24 

In the second half of May 1945, the Red Cross sent inspection teams to assess 
the situation. This reflected a general information deficit for all the relevant agen-
cies: the headquarters in Copenhagen was not yet fully aware of the size of the 
problem they had promised to handle. As a first step, they needed to know where 
the refugees were. Over the next month, reports came in. One team in Aarhus 
told of a camp where 206 Russians were sleeping in “paper sleeping bags with 
straw and blankets”. Lice was a problem and the basement, which also housed 
refugees, was overcrowded and dirty.25 Such living conditions were hardly envi-
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able, but no report speaks of acute shortages of essential supplies (food, water, 
and medicine) in May or June 1945. Despite the confusion inherent in this early 
period, there is little evidence that such shortages were widespread.26 Still, some 
DPs undoubtedly lived an inadequate existence in the shabby German refugee 
camps, wandering the countryside seeking shelter with local Danes or fending 
for themselves.27 

It took time before a set of general guidelines were laid down. Thus, most 
decisions during this period were left in the hands of local aid workers, resis
tance groups and municipal staff. The first guidelines came on 5 June 1945, giving 
non-German refugees special privileges not afforded to Germans—which was 
allegedly decided in agreement with the local SHAEF branch in Copenhagen.28 
DPs were to receive a daily ration of about 2,500-3,000 calories per person—
corresponding to the regular Danish ration at the time.29 Besides food and shel-
ter, they were to receive a weekly allowance of 5 Kroner (about 127 Kroner or 
€17 in 2026).30 The refugee department also declared that it would attempt to 
acquire entertainment (books, board games, and radios) from relief organisa-
tions as well as cigarettes from the tobacco industry. Healthcare and sanitation 
were to be handled by local doctors and paid for by the refugee department. The 
most significant aspect was the near-total ban on stationing armed guards at 
the camps.31 In practice, this meant that non-German DPs would not be prison-
ers and could move freely during the day. This order thus officially cemented a 
two-tier refugee care system, which had been forming more or less organically 
throughout Denmark since liberation: German refugees were to be put behind 
barbed wire under armed guard and strictly forbidden from ‘fraternising’ with 
the local population; non-Germans were to live in open camps with few restric-
tions and near-total access to Danish society. 

Despite their significance, the initial guidelines were not very detailed. By 
December 1945, the Red Cross had gained a greater overview of the refugee 
situation and the needs of the camps.32 They then produced a more detailed 
handbook on camp operations, which made a few basic changes. Food was no 
longer just described in terms of calories; it also had to be “good and well tasting 
[…] just as the preferences of the refugees should be followed to the extent it is 
possible”. For healthcare, non-emergency dental treatment was prohibited, as 
was the purchase of dental prosthetics except “where the patient has no teeth 
and thus no ability to eat”.33 Refugees could no longer necessarily expect admis-
sion to Danish hospitals—even for childbirth. However, healthcare professionals 
from among the refugees could assist Danish staff. Regardless, in some places, 
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health services became entirely supervised by refugees.34 The handbook also 
set a minimum standard for DP accommodation: each person should have at 
least 4,25 square metres of living space, and there should be a minimum of one 
toilet per thirty refugees. Additionally, a camp should have a sewing room, a 
shoemaker’s workshop, and a carpentry workshop so that the refugees could 
repair furniture and mend their own clothing.35 Finally, if there were children 
of school age in the camp, classrooms needed to be established. The guidelines 
were clearly a reaction to complaints from both staff and DPs, which the Red 
Cross had received in droves. It was also a response to a general lack of supplies, 
materials and the high costs of the whole operation. Broadly speaking, the new 
handbook highlighted the Red Cross’s difficult balancing act between economic 
and humanitarian considerations. 

Official guidelines sketched out a camp system with relatively adequate living 
conditions. Of course, such documents are prescriptive rather than descriptive. It 
is therefore no surprise that other sources paint a less rosy picture of the actual 
state of things. In the summer of 1945, many camps were overcrowded and 
sanitary conditions worsened in some places.36 It also seems that some camps 
lacked more than just clothing. In Copenhagen, it was discovered in July 1945 
that DPs had not received their full rations.37 Finally, the Red Cross were seem-
ingly not hesitant in using their disciplinary powers in peculiar ways: In one 
slightly bizarre case, a DP was imprisoned for sending the Refugee office and the 
local British Military mission too many letters of complaint allegedly filled with 
“baseless” accusations.38 Still, it is clear from most sources that the Red Cross did 
not see deteriorating living conditions as acceptable. Looking across the initial 
two years of the system’s existence, they broadly succeeded in establishing and 
running humane refugee camps.39 When one considers that there were also 
about 200,000 German refugees in the country, who also required accommoda-
tion, food, and medical care, it is a minor miracle that the non-German refugees 
could be provided with the amenities and standard of living that they did ended 
up receiving. Of course, any such generalisation must reckon with the fact that 
every camp was different and that there were as many experiences of the system 
as there were refugees.

R E H A B I L I T A T I O N ,  O R  S O M E T H I N G  E L S E ?
Nobody expected that the camp system would last forever. DPs had to return to 
society at some point. But how, if at all, were they prepared for this eventuality? 
There were three broad phenomena in the Danish DP camps which could be 
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designated as part of ‘rehabilitation’ efforts: employment outside the camps, 
education and political activation.

E m p l o y m e n t  o u t s i d e  t h e  C a m p s
Shortly after liberation, many non-German refugees started to seek employment 
independently of centralised efforts.40 Danish farmers and factory owners also 
quickly noted the untapped resource that these ‘idle’ foreigners represented. 
Local Red Cross branches soon received requests from employers requesting 
permission to hire DPs, and often staff were happy to rubber-stamp such ar-
rangements.41 The resulting employment could be seen as a form of informal 
rehabilitation. While refugees mainly sought employment to earn money, work 
likely also served as a respite from prolonged inactivity in the camps.42 This was 
not to last, however. The government was concerned that refugees would drive 
down wages for native Danes and that employment would make it difficult to 
repatriate the DPs down the line.43 Thus, from 1 August 1945, employment of 
DPs required state permission—which was unlikely to be granted.44 It is unclear 
how effective this was at deterring enterprising DPs or the farmers who needed 
cheap fieldhands, but it officially limited refugee labour and thus any resulting 
rehabilitation.45 

The situation changed again on 25 May 1946. The remaining refugees who 
were deemed fit were now ordered to do assigned mandatory paid labour, initially 
mostly in the agricultural sector. If they refused, they would be sent to a closed 
disciplinary camp—which effectively functioned as a prison.46 As a result, thou-
sands of non-German refugees shouldered seasonal and permanent work duty 
all across Denmark from 1946 onwards. Official documents of the Red Cross 
carefully avoided using the term, but this arrangement should be recognised as 
a form of forced labour—albeit with monetary compensation.47 To the refugees, 
it was presented as a benevolent gesture for those eager to work. In truth, the 
scheme was devised due to mounting pressure from Danish employer organi-
sations who argued that they were in desperate need of workers.48 To save on 
expenses, the Red Cross simultaneously made working refugees pay rent to live 
in the camps.49 As such, economic concerns rather than altruistic rehabilitation 
efforts forced the doors of the Danish economy slightly ajar for DPs. 

Despite the coercion, and the fact that it was not intentionally structured for 
this goal, it could still be argued that it had rehabilitating effects. Many refugees 
who wanted to work were finally allowed to do so. They were limited to specially 
assigned jobs, and thus they could not freely choose their own employer, but in the 
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end, such work was still work. It seems likely that it served to counteract prevalent 
demoralisation among refugees as some of the professionals in the care system 
hoped for.50 On the other hand, the forced labour programme worked against 
other forms of rehabilitation. Refugees attending higher education in Denmark, 
for instance, were not exempted from work duties unless they could pay tuition 
themselves. At the same time, several refugees were given jobs which they were 
vastly overqualified for.51 One camp leader minced no words when he expressed 
to a local newspaper that: “… there is nothing wrong with a professor weeding 
beet fields!”52 It is likely that tradesmen and academics became more demoralised 
by being forced to work in the Danish agricultural sector.

When the Ministry of Social Affairs took charge of the system in 1950, policies 
changed yet again. Permanent employment became a means (besides emigra-
tion) by which refugees could leave the camps permanently. Administrators 
reasoned that once refugees had secured steady work, direct state responsibil-
ity for them could end. After a few months, more than ninety per cent of refu-
gees had secured employment and several disabled persons had been sent into 
“apprenticeships, reschooling, and retraining” or light employment.53 While 
ramping up such efforts, the committee also attempted to make the remaining 
refugees leave the last refugee camp (Prags Boulevard in Copenhagen). They did 
this by charging rent and by “encouraging” refugees to save up for the move, or 
by providing loans.54 In a few cases, the committee used legal means to force out 
refugees who had employment and outstanding offers for housing.55 Some were 
reluctant to leave the camps, their home for over six years, even after securing 
an income. This mattered little in the minds of ministry caseworkers: if a refugee 
had secured meaningful employment, then they should move on.

Te a c h i n g  a n d  E d u c a t i o n
Education may seem an obvious method to ensure refugee rehabilitation from a 
humanitarian perspective informed by present-day sentiments. By providing ref-
ugees with educational opportunities, it helps mitigate the risk that displacement 
could potentially harm their future prospects. Despite this, it remained a tool that 
was only occasionally used in the Danish DP camps. Primary and secondary 
education was the exception to this trend. The refugee department feared that 
the children might become intellectually: “… handicapped, when they once again 
had to return to open society and fend for themselves,”56 and camp classrooms 
became a requirement in late 1945.57 Despite the prioritisation of this issue, it 
took quite some time for schooling initiatives to be established. Administrators 
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found willing teachers among the refugees, but because many of the early camps 
contained a diverse set of languages, it only became possible to establish schools 
once refugees had been separated by nationality. Even then, educators lacked 
teaching materials. Many children thus likely received an uneven education 
during their stay in Denmark. 

Adult refugees were not afforded structured schooling in the same way, but 
they were free to attend higher education or trade schools so long as they could 
pay for it. Internally, the refugee department, knowing that many sought (or 
dreamt of) emigration to English-speaking countries, also provided DPs access 
to English classes.58 These ‘courses’ mostly consisted of assignment booklets that 
refugees could fill out and send in for correction. Occasionally, a traveling teacher 
might show up in the camp, but this was not guaranteed.59 In a few places, inde-
pendent and dedicated language classes were set up.60 While English and other 
languages could be taught, the teaching of Danish was officially prohibited.61 
This ban was instituted because the refugee department wished to prevent DPs 
from growing attached to Denmark and thus refrain from seeking repatriation 
or emigration.62 Accordingly, an underlying goal of the education policy was to 
expedite the process of getting refugees out of Denmark. 

Things changed drastically when the Ministry of Social Affairs took over in 
1950. The Committee working in the last camp in Copenhagen prioritised having 
the remaining refugee children moved to Danish schools.63 Some were placed in 
a German-speaking school, but most probably ended up in regular public insti-
tutions. The challenges that these children faced by suddenly attending regular 
Danish schools after years without formal instruction in Danish were proba-
bly significant. Circumstances also changed for adult PDs. To the Committee, 
education seemed an obvious alternative if a refugee could not find employ-
ment—especially for refugees who had become physically impaired during the 
war. For instance, one Lithuanian who had lost a leg was given a correspondence 
course in radio engineering which later secured them steady employment.64 In 
other cases, previous policy decisions came back to haunt rehabilitation efforts. 
Some refugees, it turned out, spoke very little Danish which proved a significant 
hurdle for them when looking for work.65

P o l i t i c a l  A c t i v a t i o n :  C a m p  P o l i t i c s  a n d  R e f u g e e  R e p r e s e n t a t i o n
A final phenomenon worth discussing is the political activation of non-German 
refugees. Unlike educational initiatives, which sought to prepare refugees for 
re-entering post-war society, these were not aimed at long-term rehabilitation. 
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Instead, most policies primarily sought to make administrative tasks easier and 
camp life more bearable to the refugees. Incidentally, they also guided the DPs 
towards a life as engaged democratic citizens. 

A rather simple aspect of the political rehabilitation happened through access 
to Danish newspapers. Refugees facilitated this aspect themselves when they 
began publishing their own papers within the camps.66 These newspapers were 
likely subject to some censorship as Danish authorities sought to keep a low 
international profile by limiting anti-Soviet propaganda.67 DPs were also given 
access to the anti-Nazi refugee paper Deutsche Nachrichten, primarily intended 
for German refugees. In some camps, radios likewise enabled refugees to receive 
news from abroad and, if refugees taught themselves Danish, local radio broad-
casts could be consumed as well.68 The primary effect of this access to informa-
tion from the outside world was probably to alleviate boredom and feelings of 
isolation, but it also meant that DPs could stay informed and retain their political 
engagement with the outside world while staying in Denmark. 

Non-German refugees were most explicitly politically engaged when they 
voted for camp or group representatives. This system of democratic representa-
tion seems to have manifested organically early on, but it was formally estab-
lished with the December 1945 handbook. Every national group: “… should find 
a representative who is chosen by the refugees in the camp without influence 
from Danish [persons/organizations] or other parties”.69 Representatives spoke 
for everyone in their refugee groups during negotiations with camp leaders and 
the refugee department.70 While they never had any official decision-making 
power, their job was not merely symbolic in nature. In correspondence from 
the refugee department, it is normal to find references to statements of refugee 
representatives in connection to complaints or evaluations of the behaviour of 
specific refugees.71 Their wishes or advice were not always followed, but the fact 
that their opinions were heard and recorded at all shows that their perspectives 
were seen as at least potentially important. The refugees themselves also took 
this position seriously, as several cases of violently contested elections illustrate.72 

The Baltic refugees, who were among those that stayed in Denmark the 
longest because Danish policy makers refused to repatriate them by force, had 
an additional layer of political representation in the form of the democratically 
organised Baltic Committees. These were, in effect, political pressure groups set 
up by Baltic citizens already living in Denmark to advocate for the interests of 
their countrymen in the camps.73 They were especially keen on resisting repatri-
ation efforts back to the Soviet Union, which was viewed as a hostile occupying 
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force.74 Because of this, the committees had a fraught relationship with the Red 
Cross and several Danish ministries. While changing Danish governments, unbe-
known to the DPs themselves, consistently refused calls by the Soviet Union to 
forcefully repatriate Baltic Citizens, no Danish politician wished to spark unnec-
essary animosity with the new superpower by stating this policy publicly. For 
this reason, and as a token gesture towards the Soviets, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs also eventually ordered the Baltic committees to disband.75 The Baltic 
DPs continued to elect representatives locally in their camps but it was clear that 
their political activism, and thus also any resulting democratisation processes, 
would have to play out within the confines of a cautious Danish foreign policy. 

C O N C L U S I O N :  I N  T H E  A B S E N C E  O F  A  P L A N 
To what degree, then, were the non-German refugees rehabilitated through 
the efforts of the Danish camp system? As shown, few initiatives (outside camp 
schools) focused specifically on rehabilitation. This was especially true in the 
case of language instruction, which remained a sporadic and voluntary initiative 
until 1951. The opening of the Danish job market was motivated by economic 
concerns rather than rehabilitation: Denmark simply needed the manpower. 
Measures around political activation were likewise more practical than idealistic 
in nature. By allowing DPs to elect representatives and by providing them with 
radios and newspapers, the Red Cross sought to make camp life more bearable 
and ease their own workload. No sources indicate an intention to systematically 
nurture a democratic culture. 

Still, even if there was no plan, nobody in the refugee department wanted the 
DPs to sink into an abyss of inactivity and meaninglessness. In part, this was why 
so many sporadic initiatives were implemented over the course of the system’s 
eight year lifespan. An overall plan would have made these measures more effec-
tive, but it should not discredit, nor distract from the fact that Danish bureaucrats 
and aid workers cared about the future and well-being of the non-German refu-
gees. The practical issue was that noble intentions had to be balanced against a 
system, suffering from a lack of standardisation and resources, and an overall 
refugee policy geared towards repatriation or emigration rather than integration 
or assimilation.

In the absence of a plan, piecemeal rehabilitation efforts were influenced by 
the free nature of the non-German refugee camps, the administration’s human-
itarian orientation, and the energy of those DPs who printed camp newspapers, 
volunteered as teachers, and acted as local national representatives. The lack of 
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planning with regard to rehabilitation can probably be put down to the fact that 
the refugee department was overburdened with the arduous construction and 
maintenance of the camp and care system. Only in 1950, when less than 2000 
DPs remained, and when the government was forced to let a small group remain, 
did rehabilitation achieve greater priority.
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C H A P T E R  6

Sacrifice, Service and 
Reciprocity: The Moral 

Economy of Resettlement in 
Post-war Finland

Mikko Rapo

“T
he Karelians have fought and shed their blood not only for their 
fellow citizens and the Finnish state, but also for themselves. 
Since the law has obliged us to make such far-reaching sacri
fices, the state too, according to our laws, has obligations to-

wards its citizens and their property. Obligations cannot be only one-sided.”1

With this powerful phrasing, a war veteran belonging to the Karelian minority 
of Finland advocated for the rights of Karelian refugees after the Finnish-Soviet 
War of 1939–1940, also known as the Winter War. As a result of the war, Finland 
was forced to cede around 10 per cent of its pre-war territory, primarily the Finn-
ish Karelia2 in Southeastern Finland, displacing a population of approximately 
400,000 people. 

In his long and eloquent letter, published in the newspaper Karjala, in May 
1940, the Karelian veteran emphasised that the Finnish state was responsible for 
taking care of the Karelians since they had sacrificed their homes and lands for 
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the wellbeing of the rest of the Finnish nation. In articulating his demands, the 
Karelian veteran did not appeal to charity but to reciprocity, framing wartime 
sacrifice as the basis for legitimate claims and demands on the state. Read in 
this way, such interventions reveal how experiences of war and displacement 
informed a shared moral understanding of rights, duties, and entitlement in 
wartime and postwar Finland—what this chapter conceptualizes as a moral 
economy of the nation-state, in which sacrifice and service for the nation rein-
forced reciprocal expectations toward the state.

This chapter explores demands for reciprocity and recognition by examining 
the resettlement of displaced Karelians3 and demobilised soldiers after the wars 
affecting Finland from 1939–1945. It shows how experiences of displacement and 
military service shaped the moral expectations through which citizens articulated 
claims and right to state support. Rather than treating these groups merely as 
recipients of social policy legislation, the chapter emphasises their role as active 
interpreters and articulators of wartime sacrifice and entitlement.

The relationship between war and the expansion of social policy has been 
extensively examined in existing scholarly literature.4 Influential studies have 
linked the nature of total warfare to the growth of welfare states by emphasis-
ing increased social need, strengthened state capacity, and the legitimisation of 
state intervention in all aspects of economic and social life.5 In Finland, the wars 
of 1939–45 have similarly been interpreted as formative events for national inte-
gration and welfare-state development, as wartime needs compelled the state to 
assume responsibility for broad sections of the population.6 These developments 
strengthened the state’s legitimacy as “an economic actor, regulator, redistrib-
utor, and provider” and the increased frequency of state intervention was only 
partially reigned in after the war.7 

While this existing scholarly body of work has convincingly demonstrated 
the structural and institutional consequences of war, it has paid less attention 
to how these transformations were understood and negotiated by those who 
were most directly affected by them. By shifting attention from policy formation 
to claims-making and experience, this chapter reorients the discussion towards 
the moral foundations of the relationship between the state and its citizens in the 
post-war era. The Finnish case that is examined here illustrates a broader post-
war phenomenon in which veterans, refugees, and other war-affected groups 
across different societies demanded recognition and compensation after the 
Second World War.8 
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The resettlement of displaced Karelians, demobilised soldiers, war inval
ids, war widows and others was an example of the increased need for social 
protection and state intervention in the aftermath of total war. The majority of 
the existing literature regarding the resettlement of these groups has primarily 
been defined by a top-down perspective, dealing with the organisation, imple-
mentation, and outcomes of the resettlement effort, as the resettlement consti-
tuted and propagated large-scale social reforms with long-lasting consequences. 
Through voluntary sales and expropriation from private businesses and large 
private estates, the resettlement led to the creation of over 42,000 new farms and 
around 51,000 new residential plots from 1945-1958.9 

Less attention, however, has been given to the perspectives of those who were 
subjected to these policies. This chapter therefore adopts a bottom-up perspective, 
examining how resettled Karelians and demobilised soldiers themselves inter-
preted, embodied and justified the responsibility of the state in the aftermath 
of total war. I argue that the experience of total war made visible a previously 
implicit moral economy of the nation-state, grounded in reciprocity between 
sacrifice for the nation and entitlement to state support. Drawing on the concepts 
of experience and moral economy, this chapter shows that resettlement func-
tioned not merely as a policy response to social need, but as a moral settlement 
in which popular expectations of recognition and obligation were negotiated. 

E X P E R I E N C E  A N D  M O R A L  E C O N O M Y  A S  A N A LY T I C A L  F R A M E W O R K S
By “experience,” this chapter refers to a mediated and historically defined pro-
cess through which individuals make sense of events and give them meaning. 
Experience is thus not treated as a direct reflection of reality, but as something 
articulated through language and shaped by cultural narratives, social structures, 
and available interpretive frameworks. Understood in this way, experience is both 
individual and social: it emerges in the interaction between people and their sur-
roundings and can, in turn, inform action and future claims directed at society.10 

Building on this approach, I examine how displaced Karelians and soldiers 
interpreted their experiences of war and displacement, and how these inter-
pretations were mobilised in order to articulate moral notions of rights, duties, 
and state responsibility within the resettlement process. Drawing on inquiries, 
complaints, petitions and newspaper writings in which these experiences were 
articulated, I argue that the war reshaped not only the reach of the Finnish state 
but also the expectations of its citizens. 
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To conceptualise these expectations and the emergence of claims to state 
support, this chapter employs the concept of moral economy, originally formu-
lated by the British historian E.P. Thompson. For Thompson, moral economy 
refers to shared beliefs about customary rights, social norms, and reciprocal 
obligations that structure relations between ordinary people and the authori-
ties.11 Crucially, these beliefs were not imposed from above but emerged from 
everyday practices and shared understandings, becoming visible in moments 
of crisis when established norms were perceived to be violated. Building on this 
insight, Johanna Siméant emphasises that the concept of moral economy draws 
attention to the expectations people have towards authorities—expectations 
that are often implicit and unspoken during ordinary times but surface when 
individuals appeal to, or demand, the upholding of what they understand as 
legitimate rights.12 

Following this framework, I interpret the resettlement of displaced Karelians, 
demobilised soldiers, and others affected by the war as an expression of a wartime 
moral economy in Finland. For these groups, resettlement was understood not 
as charity or discretionary assistance but as a right earned through sacrifice and 
suffering as citizens who had fulfilled their wartime duties—an obligation that 
the state was morally bound to recognize.13

E X P E R I E N C E  E X P R E S S E D  I N  T H E  S O U R C E S
As source material for analysing the experiences of Karelian refugees and war 
veterans, this chapter draws on letters and comments published in newspapers, 
as well as correspondence addressed to the Land Settlement Bureau between 
1945–1947. These materials document how individual people articulated their 
interpretations of war, displacement, and entitlement in public and semi-official 
settings.

The Land Settlement Bureau, which was responsible for implementing the 
post-war resettlement program, operated through local settlement authorities 
in almost every municipality. Although these local bodies were formally tasked 
with handling applicants’ concerns, the central bureau was flooded with inqui
ries, complaints, and petitions from the summer of 1945 onward.14 Such corre-
spondence provides insight into how displaced Karelians and veterans framed 
their expectations towards the state and justified their claims to land and support.

In addition to administrative correspondence, the chapter analyses letters 
to the editor and selected newspaper articles published in the aftermath of 
the Winter War in 1940 and during the Continuation War when public debate 
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over resettlement was particularly intense.15 Read as attempts by their authors 
to articulate, construct, and share experiences of war, displacement, and loss, 
these sources illuminate the moral language through which rights, obligations, 
and state responsibility were negotiated and formulated in wartime and post-
war Finland.

This chapter proceeds to accomplish this in three steps. The first section 
briefly outlines the impact of the Second World War on Finland and the polit-
ical and social background behind the post-war resettlement. It then turns to 
the two principal groups affected by the resettlement: displaced Karelians and 
demobilised soldiers. This second section analyses how these groups came to 
understand themselves as national heroes who believed they had shouldered 
a disproportionate burden of the wartime suffering. Building on this, the third 
section explores how their experiences were translated into moral claims levied 
on the post-war state, tracing the emergence of a moral economy in which sacri-
fice and service generated expectations of recognition, reciprocity, and entitle-
ment. Taken together, the chapter illuminates how the lived experience of total 
war reshaped the relationship between the state and its citizens in post-war 
Finland.

T H E  P O S T - W A R  R E S E T T L E M E N T 
The roots of Finland’s post-war resettlement effort sprang from the two wars 
fought by the country against the Soviet Union during the Second World War, 
namely: the Winter War of 1939–1940 and the Continuation War of 1941–1944. 
As mentioned, in the aftermath of the Winter War, Finland was forced to cede 
the Karelia region to the Soviet Union. As Karelia constituted the main conflict 
zone of the Winter War, large parts of its population had already been evacuated 
during the fighting. Following the armistice of March 1940, the remaining inhab-
itants were transferred within the bounds of the new Finnish borders, leaving 
more than 400,000 people without homes or livelihoods by the spring of 1940. 
In response, the Finnish government moved quickly to draft plans for resettling 
and compensating the displaced population under the Prompt Settlement Act.

The outbreak of the Continuation War in the summer of 1941 interrupted 
these efforts. As Finnish and German forces advanced into Soviet territory, many 
evacuated Karelians returned to their former homes. This return was particularly 
common among the agrarian population, for whom access to land and livestock 
was essential for their subsistence and prosperity. Urban evacuees, by contrast, 
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often found it easier to secure housing and employment elsewhere in Finland 
and were therefore less inclined to return to Karelia. 

During the Continuation War, proposals to grant land to soldiers in recogni-
tion of their military service increasingly gained support. The abandonment of 
farms and land plots established under the Prompt Settlement Act further fuelled 
these discussions. Although soldier settlement plans were debated throughout 
the war, they were never fully implemented. In the summer of 1944, the Soviet 
Union launched a major offensive against Finnish and German forces, prompting 
a second mass evacuation of Karelia. When the war ended in September 1944, 
Finland was again forced to cede sovereign territory—this time including not 
only Karelia but also the sparsely populated Petsamo region and other, smaller 
areas in northern Finland. As a result, Finland yet again faced the urgent task of 
resettling approximately 400,000 displaced Karelians alongside a large number 
of demobilised soldiers who felt that their wartime service had entitled them to 
support from the state. 

To address this, the Land Acquisition Act of 1945 granted displaced Karelians, 
war veterans with families, war invalids, and war widows the opportunity to buy 
reasonably priced farmland or residential plots with government assistance. The 
right to land was also granted to any tenant farmers or agricultural workers who 
might lose their homes and employment because of the application of the Act, 
basically encompassing the workforce of large manor houses and estates whose 
lands were expropriated by the state.16 

It is important to note that the Land Acquisition Act did not emerge in isola-
tion or as a result of the wars alone, but built on land policies introduced after 
the Civil War of 1918, which were intended to restore social peace and stabilise 
the young Finnish state. These earlier land reforms enabled tenant farmers to 
purchase their holdings and promoted the settlement of landless rural popula-
tions, advancing the ideal of an independent peasantry as a central social and 
ideological foundation of Finnish nationhood and citizenship.17 This vision of 
national integration rooted in the continuity of rural society strongly shaped the 
resettlement policies that were enacted following World War II and was further 
reinforced by the public’s wartime experiences of food scarcity and economic 
vulnerability. Together with a strong and shared sense of a “debt of honor” owed 
to those who had suffered during the war,18 it helped legitimize the idea of large-
scale land reform.

The scale of the resettlement programme highlights its significance as a 
formative social and societal experience in post-war Finland. The Land Settle-
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ment Bureau received approximately 150,000 applications for land, of which 
around 113,000 were approved.19 Of these, roughly 45,000 applications came 
from displaced Karelians and about 60,000 came from former soldiers. Most 
rejected applications were submitted by soldiers who were excluded from the 
resettlement programme because they were unmarried. When the households 
of successful applicants are considered, it has been estimated that resettlement 
directly affected the lives of approximately 700,000 people in a country of only 
3,7 million inhabitants in 1940. 

As noted earlier, much of the existing research on post-war resettlement has 
focused on policy design and implementation. Studies that address the lived 
experiences of individuals who went through the resettlement process have 
largely drawn on oral history materials collected decades after the fact, focus-
ing in particular on Karelians and questions of cultural and social assimilation.20 
Much less attention has been given to the perspectives of former soldiers, who 
constituted the majority of resettlement applicants. Research based on retro-
spective memories has also struggled to fully capture the total lived experience 
of a historical moment that was neither wartime nor fully post-war, but rather a 
liminal and transitional in nature. This limitation is due, in part, to the rapid inte-
gration of the resettlement efforts into the larger national narrative of successful 
reconstruction—a narrative that has shaped collective memory by smoothing 
over very real tensions, conflicts, and personal hardship during this period.21 By 
drawing on contemporary sources, this chapter seeks to elucidate and exemplify 
some of the conflict, uncertainty, and frustration that has been largely margin-
alised in later accounts.

An important dimension that is obscured by the national narrative is the 
strong sense of entitlement that emerged among both displaced Karelians and 
demobilised soldiers at the end of the war. For members of these groups, wartime 
suffering and sacrifice were central pillars to how they understood their posi-
tion in society. Many came to see themselves as bearing the primary burdens of 
the war and, on that basis, articulated claims of compensation and recognition 
grounded in shared experiences and collective identities. It is these communi-
ties of experience which shaped how displacement and service were shared, 
understood and embedded within a moral economy of the nation-state that are 
examined next. 
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T H E  S H A R E D  E X P E R I E N C E  O F  D I S P L A C E M E N T 
For displaced Karelians, the experience of permanent loss and evacuation formed 
the foundation of a community of experience through which claims for recogni-
tion and compensation were articulated. Finnish historians Aapo Roselius and 
Tuomas Tepora have argued that the Winter War marked the moment when 
Karelians first emerged as a group distinct from the rest of the Finnish population. 
The experience of evacuation and temporary accommodation united Karelians 
from different backgrounds and social positions, laying the foundations for a 
shared sense of belonging that developed into the modern Karelian identity.22 

Of course, Karelians were not the only Finns displaced by military operations 
during the wars. During the Winter War alone, nearly half a million people fled 
their homes, and at the time, no clear distinction was made between those who 
were evacuated from frontline areas and those who left urban centers due to the 
threat of aerial bombardment.23 All those who moved—whether by official order 
or for voluntary reasons—were collectively and commonly referred to as evacu-
ees (evakot) or, later, as forced migrants (siirtoväki). Initially, these terms did not 
denote a specific regional or ethnic identity. Rather, they described a temporary 
condition shared by diverse groups of people whose displacement was thought 
of as reversible.24  

It was only after the wars that these categories became associated almost 
exclusively with permanent displacement.25 Following the publication of the final 
peace terms in September 1944, it became clear that large parts of the evacuated 
population would never be able to return to their homes. As more than ninety per 
cent of the permanently displaced Finns came from the ceded Karelia region, the 
meanings attached to evacuation and forced migration increasingly converged 
with the Karelian identity. In this sense, the foundations of a distinct Karelian 
community and modern identity were laid during the evacuations, but it only 
solidified once it became clear that the displaced Karelians had permanently lost 
their homes and livelihoods. 

The loss of homes and local communities, prolonged “refugee life” in tempo-
rary accommodations, and the uncertainty about the future created a sense of 
liminality and alienation that those who had not shared these experiences could 
not always understand.26 In their correspondence with authorities, displaced 
Karelians frequently described their situation using expressions such as “wander-
ing in a new land,” “evacuation,” or “migrant life,” all of which conveyed a condition 
of being out of place and outside the norms of settled existence. Scholarship on 
displacement has conceptualized refugees as liminal figures and as social “matter 
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out of place,”27 and the language used by displaced Karelians suggests that they 
recognized similar aspects in their own situation.28

I argue that this experience of permanent loss and prolonged displacement 
formed the basis of what can be described as a Karelian community of experi-
ence. Members of this community recognised the similarities between their expe-
riences and began to identify themselves as a distinct social group.29 While much 
of Finnish society began to transition back towards peace-time routines following 
1944, Karelians remained in a prolonged state of uncertainty. Their experiences 
increasingly diverged from those of the rest of the population, fostering a shared 
sense of identity rooted in loss, dislocation, and exclusion from normal social life. 
This community of experience provided a framework through which individual 
hardships were interpreted as collective and historically specific.

The perception of Karelians as a group whose experiences fundamentally 
differed from those of other Finns is evident in the way they articulated their 
experiences. In a letter to a radio programme dealing with the problems concern-
ing the evacuated population, a young Karelian woman who had lost her position 
at a war hospital in 1944 framed her situation in explicitly moral and legal terms:

“Now, however, our open positions are being filled with local people who 
have been able to keep their homes and their land while we, in order to save our 
common fatherland and independence, have lost everything that was unspeak-
ably dear to us, and which we had once again managed to build anew after the 
Winter War. Inevitably, the question arises whether we can be treated in just any 
way, and whether this is right and lawful.”30

Her complaint juxtaposed “local people” with evacuees, framed displace-
ment as a collective sacrifice made for the nation and raised questions contain-
ing components of justice and legality. In doing so, she articulated a moral claim 
grounded in shared experience and national contribution rather than individual 
misfortune. As the complaint illustrates, the community of Karelian evacuees 
was itself a product of wartime experience. Collective formulations such as “we 
evacuees” or “we migrants” emerged during and after the war, and especially 
once it became clear that it would be impossible for them to return to the land 
that was conquered by the Soviets. This shared sense of belonging shaped how 
Karelians experienced resettlement: through it, they sought—and demanded—
recognition and compensation for losses that were framed and understood as 
sacrifices made on behalf of the Finnish nation.

Although the experiences of displaced Karelians were shaped by loss of home 
and livelihood, they were not unique in producing strong communities grounded 
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in a collective wartime experience. Soldiers likewise developed a shared sense 
of community rooted in military service, sacrifice, and exclusion from daily life 
enjoyed by civilians. Examining this community of experience highlights both 
parallels and contrasts in how different war-affected groups articulated moral 
expectations toward the postwar state.

T H E  F R O N T L I N E  B R O T H E R H O O D 
Among frontline soldiers, shared experiences of combat and sacrifice similarly 
produced a community of experience that informed expectations of post-war en-
titlements. Historian Ville Kivimäki has argued that during the Winter War and 
the Continuation War, Finnish soldiers formed a frontline community defined 
by the exceptional conditions of combat and military life. The intensity of this 
sense of community varied over time. During periods of heavy fighting, soldiers 
often experienced their personal hopes and fears as inseparable from the fate 
of the nation, producing a powerful sense of collective brotherhood. In its more 
everyday form, the frontline community manifested as camaraderie: an aware-
ness that frontline soldiers bore the main burden of wartime sacrifice, removed 
from their civilian lives, while life on the home front appeared toto continue 
relatively undisturbed. According to Kivimäki, these forms of community were 
crucial for the longevity of the soldiers’ mental endurance, providing meaning in 
the senseless fighting and a shared framework within which even extreme events 
of violence could be shared and endured.31 Traces of this frontline community 
are visible in the letters that former soldiers sent to the resettlement authorities 
following the war, where wartime experiences shaped the expectations of the 
post-war future and of reasonable compensation for military service.

Finnish soldiers were not alone in holding such expectations. In their compar-
ative studies of veterans of the First and Second World Wars, Martin Crotty, Mark 
Edele, and Neil Diamant uncovered that demands for recognition and material 
compensation were a global phenomenon. The soldiers that endured and experi-
enced total war, which was characterised by mass mobilisation, prolonged mili-
tary campaigns, and heavy casualties, often felt a strong sense of entitlement.32 
Notably, similar hopes and demands emerged in both the victorious and defeated 
societies, highlighting the cultural power of wartime experience itself.33 For Finn-
ish veterans, special treatment was not framed as a discretionary reward, but 
as a shared right that had been earned through service. This understanding is 
evidently seen in the complaint of a former soldier whose resettlement applica-
tion was rejected for being submitted too late:
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“I myself feel dismissed by the law. I have earned what thousands of other 
frontline soldiers have, for I have been with them through everything.”34  

Describing the frontline soldiers as a community of experience pushes the 
boundaries of the concept, given that the wartime experiences of individual 
soldiers could vary greatly depending on their backgrounds and the tasks they 
performed. In the Finnish context, it is also true that the sense of solidarity expe-
rienced at the front weakened after the war when former soldiers returned to 
civilian life.35 Yet the sources suggest that former soldiers nonetheless recognised 
similarities in their experiences and identified with one another because of them. 
This is visible in their correspondence with authorities, in their mobilisation for 
benefits, and in the shared moral language through which they justified their 
claims. 

Following the concept of moral economy, it is important to note that Finnish 
soldiers formed a community based specifically on experience rather than legis-
lation or organisation, even if such a sense of community was only temporary. As 
Norbert Götz and Emilia Palonen have noted, “only popular demands that draw 
on common sense adequately reflect a moral economy”.36 Together, the Kareli-
ans and soldiers comprised more than a quarter of Finland’s wartime popula-
tion, and in the immediate aftermath of the Continuation War their demands 
for recognition and support enjoyed broad legitimacy among the broader popu-
lation. 37 Although this consensus eroded as the practical challenges of resettle-
ment became apparent from the spring of 1945 onwards, it is clear that the moral 
economy underpinning these claims was not only confined to the communities 
themselves. 

I argue that the communities of displaced Karelians and soldiers functioned 
as key sites through which broader moral sentiments were articulated and made 
visible. Through them, shared experiences of sacrifice and service were incorpo-
rated into the moral economy of the nation-state and translated into legitimate 
claims of reciprocity. The following section of this chapter examines how these 
claims were articulated through appeals, petitions, and public discourse.

T H E  D U A L  N A T U R E  O F  T H E  K A R E L I A N  S A C R I F I C E 
The displaced Karelians’ sense of entitlement was built on the experience of 
sacrifice, as exemplified by the following passage from a letter published in the 
Karelian newspaper Laatokka after the Winter War:

“Has not all this happened for the sake of our common fatherland? And is it 
not precisely the lands of Karelia that may be regarded as the ransom price by 
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which the independence of what remains of Finland was purchased this time? 
Do the displaced people not have the right to reclaim the land they lost within the 
present borders of our state? If Karelian farmers are to be regarded as citizens of 
Finland, then they should have the right to get back what was taken from them.”38

For Karelians, the narrative of sacrifice offered a means of understanding 
and making sense of their loss.39 Historian Frank Biess has argued that one of 
the central challenges faced by the German population after 1945 was the task 
of deriving meaning from total defeat, as their National Socialist framework of 
understanding the world around them and their place in it had collapsed. In 
Finland, by contrast, no such total breakdown of meaning occurred. Instead, 
wartime frameworks that emphasised national unity and sacrifice could be 
perpetuated into the post-war period. Focused citizenship education during 
the interwar years had helped lay the groundwork for the social acceptability of 
national sacrifice by emphasising the fusion of the individual and the community. 
Institutions such as the school system, children’s and youth organisations, and 
civic education provided through military service instilled Finns with the virtues 
of national defense, patriotism, and a strong willingness to make sacrifices when 
needed.40 Together with the strong sense of solidarity and togetherness forged 
during the Winter War, these ideals made it possible to frame the loss of Kare-
lia as a price that had to be paid in order to ensure the nation’s very survival.41 

Crucially, this framing did not merely give meaning to the experience of loss; 
it transformed it into a claim. By portraying Karelia as the “ransom price” of 
national independence from the Soviet Union, displaced Karelians came to accept 
and understand their suffering within a reciprocal moral relationship with the 
state. Sacrifice thus functioned as a form of moral currency, creating expectations 
of recognition, restitution, or compensation. In this way, individual experiences 
of loss were linked to broader notions of justice and obligation, forming a key 
foundation of the emerging moral economy.

However, the narrative of sacrifice was an inherently fragile construct. 
According to historian Tuomas Tepora, the ethos of sacrifice is best examined 
as a shifting position between voluntariness and compulsion.42 In its positive 
form, the language of sacrifice enabled the displaced Karelians to interpret what 
had happened to them and give it meaning. Crucially, it allowed them to view 
themselves not as passive, traumatised victims of war, but as active agents who 
had helped secure the nation’s future through their own actions.43 By invoking 
their sacrifices, the Karelians could demonstrate that their need for help was 
not due to personal failure and enabled them to distinguish their situation from 
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that of other dependents, such as recipients of poor relief. In this way, displaced 
Karelians claimed that their entitlement to support was legitimate and had been 
earned through sacrifice on behalf of the nation.

When, however, the Karelians felt that their rights—or their expectations of 
rights—were being violated, sacrifice for the nation could be reinterpreted as 
something that had been imposed on them rather than something given volun-
tarily, constructing a self-perception of victimhood:

“It seems that, while the rest of Finland has managed to recover from the war 
with little more than a fright, people’s hearts are hardening towards the plight 
of the Karelians. As if the demands of the displaced were boundless! And yet, 
they ask for nothing more than justice and fair compensation for the lands and 
homes that the government handed over to the Russians without even asking 
their permission.”44

Like the writer of the quote, Karelian newspapers frequently emphasized that 
the state had surrendered their homeland against their will and was therefore 
primarily responsible for the consequences, including the obligation to provide 
compensation and support to those affected.45 Importantly, being forced to sacri-
fice their homes and livelihoods did not weaken Karelians’ sense of entitlement; it 
may have even intensified it. When loss was interpreted as imposed from above, 
the articulation of rights often assumed explicitly legalistic forms, as illustrated 
by the statement introduced at the beginning of this chapter: “Since the law has 
obliged us to make such far-reaching sacrifices, the state too, according to our 
laws, has obligations towards its citizens and their property. Obligations cannot 
be only one-sided.”46

Sacrifice can thus be argued to embody a dual character. It could be embraced 
as a meaningful contribution to national survival, but when expectations of 
reciprocity were unmet, it could just as readily be reinterpreted as unjust victim
isation. In both cases, by framing displacement as a sacrifice for the nation, Kare-
lians situated their claims within a moral economy of the nation-state, in which 
the loss of their homeland was understood as a contribution to the collective 
survival of all Finns that generated reciprocal obligations. 

While displaced Karelians grounded their claims to recognition and support 
in the irreversible loss of land and livelihood, they were not alone in translating 
wartime sacrifice into moral entitlement. Soldiers too, drew on shared experi-
ences of service and danger to articulate expectations of reciprocity from the 
state. Examining how soldiers articulated these claims makes it possible to trace 
both the parallels between the two wartime communities of experience, and to 
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further clarify how serving the nation functioned as a legitimate moral currency 
in post-war Finland.

T H E  S O L D I E R S ’  P R O M I S E D  L A N D
Like the displaced Karelians, soldiers framed their post-war expectations through 
a language of sacrifice, service and reciprocity. If Karelians emphasised the loss 
of land and home as their contribution to national survival, soldiers grounded 
their moral claims in years of military service and exposure to mortal danger. 

In an article published during the Continuation War in Aseveli (Brother in 
Arms), a wartime newspaper intended primarily for Finnish soldiers, several 
soldiers anonymously expressed their opinions on the possible post-war reset-
tlement efforts. One sergeant articulated a sentiment that was shared by many 
– the expectation of compensation for the years spent at the front and of a future 
defined by stability and security:

“‘By obtaining a piece of land on reasonable terms where he could build his 
own home, a soldier would feel that he has received at least some compensation 
for the years he has been forced to spend here in the prime of his life.’”47

Other interviewees quoted in the newspaper article also felt that receiving 
land would be recognition for the years spent on the frontlines and the sacrifices 
made. One lieutenant stated that resolving the land question before the end of the 
war would demonstrate the country’s gratitude to its defenders, while another 
commented that the soldiers had done their part without compromise and there-
fore expected a fair outcome to their cause.48 

The groundwork for the soldiers’ expectations had been laid during the 
interwar period, when the education of Finnish men emphasised the ideal of 
soldier-citizenship. The image of a man defending his homeland functioned as 
a powerful normative model of masculinity and civic virtue. Within this frame-
work, frontline brotherhood—where political and social differences lost all signif-
icance in the face of shared danger—was understood as the realisation of ideal 
male citizenship.49 During the wars of 1939–1945, this ideal was crystalised as 
conscripted men were exposed to extreme conditions and mortal risk. In return, 
soldiers and their families came to expect compensation, or at the very least a 
reciprocal response, from the rest of society.

Expectations of a “fair outcome” or compensation were widespread among 
the Finnish soldiers. In a memorandum on the demobilisation of soldiers drawn 
up in autumn 1944, the Finnish League of Brothers in Arms (Suomen Asevel-
jien Liitto), the main advocacy group of Finnish soldiers, stated that resettlement 
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was an essential factor for the morale of demobilised soldiers. According to the 
memorandum, soldiers expected the state and wider society to recognise their 
special status after the war and hoped for a fairer social order that would ensure 
the mental and material security of soldiers and their families. The memoran-
dum warned that failure to meet these expectations would lead to deep disap-
pointment.50 

It seems that for many soldiers, the resettlement came to represent not only 
material compensation but also symbolic recognition of the moral bond between 
the soldier-citizens and the state. This sense of moral economy was expressed 
most explicitly when soldiers demanded that the state needed to honor what they 
understood as concrete promises made during the war. A writer disappointed by 
the slow progress of resettlement wrote to the authorities in April 1945:

“There’s no need to rush this resettlement issue any faster than the pace with 
which we were being sent to the front lines, that speed is enough. Back then, we 
were told that soldiers would be given land. But now, it turns out that it’s not for 
sale, let alone being given away. We’ve just been miserably deceived.”51

The contrast drawn between the rapid mobilisation of soldiers and the 
perceived sluggishness of resettlement highlights the writer’s belief that the 
state was responsible for compensating soldiers for the mental and physical 
strain they suffered because of the war. In line with the writer here, many soldiers 
firmly believed that they had been promised land in exchange for their military 
service. While historical research has found no evidence of official guarantees, 
wartime rumors and informal promises from officers were widespread.52 From 
the perspective of the lived experience of soldiers, it mattered little whether or 
not such promises had been formally made or by whom; their significance signif-
icance lay in the expectations they generated. The idea of a “promised land” crys-
tallised a broader moral economy of the nation-state, in which military service 
for national survival constituted a binding obligation of the state towards its 
soldier-citizens. Thus, beyond simply demanding the land they believed they 
were promised, veterans, like the displaced Karelians, were asserting a broader 
moral claim on the state grounded in the promise wartime reciprocity.

C O N C L U S I O N 
As noted in the introduction, E.P. Thompson’s concept of moral economy cap-
tures the implicit expectations and reciprocal obligations that structure relations 
between social groups and governing authorities. These expectations become 
most visible in times of crisis, when people demand the fulfilment of what they 
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see as legitimate rights. In post-war Finland, both displaced Karelians and sol-
diers articulated such claims towards the state. Although these were directed 
at state institutions, their underlying logic was national and moral rather than 
bureaucratic. The sources examined within this chapter thus point not only to a 
reciprocal relationship between citizens and the state, but to a moral economy 
of the nation-state, grounded in belonging, sacrifice, and contribution to the 
collective survival. As Helene Laurent has observed, those who had suffered for 
the nation could no longer be understood merely as the needy. They were recog-
nised—and recognised themselves—as war victims and national contributors, a 
shift that profoundly reshaped their understanding of the state assistance they 
should receive.53 Their demands were not framed as appeals to charity but as 
essential and immutable rights grounded in sacrifice and service:

“They [the Karelians] have suffered and are suffering even now for the sake 
of the entire nation, and therefore they have the right to make far-reaching 
demands. This is by no means a matter of charity or benevolence, although such 
a shameful way of thinking has appeared here and there, but rather a matter of 
the rights of those who have sacrificed themselves for their country.”54

The experience of total war reshaped how state–citizen relations were 
imagined and negotiated. Before the war, Finnish citizenship remained ambig-
uous: although liberal reformers increasingly cast the state as a guarantor of 
welfare, full membership of this system still depended on productivity, inde-
pendence, and moral worth. The claims articulated by Karelians and soldiers 
drew on this logic by emphasising sacrifice and fulfilled obligations. At the same 
time, their demands for compensation and recognition highlighted a reciprocal 
moral bond between citizens and the state. Mass mobilisation, coercion, and 
personal loss legitimised expectations that the state should respond to sacrifice 
with tangible support. 

Scholarly work investigating the relationship of war and social policy has long 
emphasised the role of military service in the expansion of social policy. Bryan 
Turner, for example, has shown how wartime service has historically generated 
social security entitlements, including pensions, healthcare, and access to hous-
ing.55This chapter complements such accounts by shifting attention from the 
more abstract process of policy formation to the palpable lived experience of the 
individuals that such policies affected. The cases detailing the ordeals of displaced 
Karelians and soldiers show that wartime upheaval reshaped not only institu-
tions but also public expectations. Although neither group articulated demands 
for universal social rights or a fully developed notion of social citizenship, their 
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claims nonetheless helped normalise the expectation that state support could 
be demanded when warranted.

When resettlement stalled or access was denied, such decisions were expe-
rienced not merely as arbitrary administrative outcomes but as repudiations of 
legitimate suffering and service—and thus as breaches of the moral economy. 
This is illustrated in a 1946 letter from a tenant farmer who was evicted when 
his holding was reassigned to a Karelian family. He justified his claim through 
his and his sons’ own military service and injuries, asking whether he had: “… no 
other option than to pack up our belongings and set out along the road.”56

Although this chapter has focused on displaced Karelians and demobilised 
soldiers, the wartime moral economy extended far beyond these groups, as 
reflected in the broad initial support for their claims in post-war Finland. Over 
time, this support eroded, suggesting that the moral economy was historically 
contingent and gradually gave way to more universalistic notions of social rights 
and emerging welfare-state ideals. In the immediate post-war context, however, 
these claims resonated because they expressed widely shared expectations of 
fairness, obligation, and reciprocity. Post-war resettlement thus functioned not 
merely as a practical response to displacement and demobilisation, but as a key 
arena in which the moral economy of the nation-state was negotiated, contested, 
and made visible.
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C H A P T E R  7

From Hiding in Darkness 
to Entering the Spotlight: 

Finnish Military Deserters 
and Their Return to  

Post-War Society
Riku Kauhanen

M
ilitary desertion is a common phenomenon, particularly when an 
army is collapsing during war or when military service is general-
ly unpopular. In Finland during the Second World War, desertions 
peaked in 1941 and 1944, encompassing more than 30,000 Finnish 

soldiers committing some form of desertion. Given the actual size of the army in 
such a small European country, this constituted a significant number of soldiers 
with real impacts to its fighting ability.

Among the European countries that actively participated in the war, only the 
Soviet Union (Russia), Great Britain, and Finland avoided having their capitals 
occupied by enemy forces. The first two emerged on the winning side of the 
war, whereas Finland—despite declaring war on Nazi Germany in the autumn 
of 1944—ended up on the losing side. As a result, Finland’s wartime experience 
was not defined by the traumas of prolonged occupation, yet Finns still had 
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to confront the legacy of having been on the “wrong side of history”.1 For this 
reason, the post-war situation and the discussion of Finnish deserters and the 
war’s aftermath are difficult to compare with those of other countries, although 
certain similarities do exist. In most countries, occupation and subsequent liber-
ation were followed by prolonged debates over collaboration, the role of resis
tance movements, and how these groups should be treated in the eyes of the law. 
In France, for example, post-war legal proceedings initially granted amnesty to 
members of the resistance and, in the 1950s, this grace was extended to most 
collaborators.2 The victors, too, had to deal with tens of thousands of men who 
had deserted and broken the law, yet punishing them for violations of military 
law had largely lost its meaning.3

In general, the relatively few scholarly studies investigating the nature of 
Second World War deserters focus on desertion during the war, typically ending 
their inquiry when deserters were apprehended or granted clemency. In the 
United States, research has primarily centred on the Civil War (1861–1865), while 
in Great Britain primary emphasis has been placed on the First World War. As 
a result, Second World War desertion is often treated only within broader stud-
ies, such as those by Heike Niebergall-Lackner and Robert Fantina.4 Finnish 
desertions have been examined in detail by Jukka Kulomaa, while Charles Glass 
traced the experiences of selected individual deserters from British and Ameri-
can armies. The post-war period and the subsequent fates of deserters, however, 
have rarely been meaningfully addressed, with D.C. Peifer as a notable exception.5

This chapter examines the reintegration efforts of Finnish military deserters 
back into post-war society from multiple perspectives. It analyses this process at 
the legislative, political, and economic levels, which are irremediably intertwined 
rather than separate. The chapter offers new overall perspectives on deserters 
in the post-war context, a topic that has typically only been approached through 
individual or family histories. Given the limited existing research and the diffi-
culty of comparing Finland’s experience with that of other countries, the study 
draws primarily on Finnish archival records, contemporary newspaper sources, 
and parliamentary sources.

T H E  F I N N I S H  D E S E R T E R
In Finland, the term Forest Guard (metsäkaarti) refers to men who evaded mil-
itary service through desertion during the Continuation War that was fought 
against the Soviet Union. They typically deserted by hiding in their local com-
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munities, retreating into the wilderness, moving into cities, or fleeing to neutral 
Sweden.

Desertion was not always directly linked to fleeing active combat, as many 
soldiers deserted already during the mobilisation of the Finnish army in the 
summer of 1941. In total, around 1,500 men failed to report when summoned. 
During the Continuation War, desertion became a major challenge for the Finn-
ish army: more than 30,000 men—approximately five per cent of all service 
members—deserted in one form or another. By contrast, during the preceding 
Winter War, desertion was virtually non-existent in comparison; only a few 
hundred men deserted, and only a small number refused to fight out of sympa-
thy for the attacking Soviet Union. The exact number of desertions remains diffi-
cult to determine precisely. Some deserters were pardoned by their superiors if 
they returned to their units, while others deserted multiple times, with each act 
generating a separate legal case.6 The total number of deserters is estimated at 
around 30,000 men in 1941–44, of whom about 15,000 were “actual” deserters, 
who were either imprisoned or in hiding at the end of the war.7

The reasons for desertion varied wildly, but generally deserters formed a 
heterogeneous group. Trauma and fear of combat which were often reductively 
labelled as simple “cowardice” were commonplace but complex factors. These 
ranged from planned desertions at the front, often triggered by the prolonged 
stress that was faced there, it could be due to spontaneous flight when soldiers 
were in states of panic or it could be the response to mobilisation altogether. 
Many veteran soldiers carried trauma from the Winter War and were unwilling 
to face combat again. Others opposed the alliance with Nazi Germany, particu-
larly in the summer of 1941, or objected to military service on religious or ideo-
logical grounds. Some were simply unwilling or unable to adapt to military life.8

In addition to their motivations, deserters can be classified according to the 
charges brought against them under Finnish military law (Sotarikoslaki, SRL), 
which distinguished between offences such as desertion, absence without leave, 
and failure to return to service. Sentences were typically custodial, although their 
severity varied over time; the death penalty was applied mainly in 1944, when the 
frontlines collapsed. During interrogations, most deserters cited fear or “coward-
ice” rather than sympathy for the Soviet Union, which could have resulted in 
harsher charges pertaining to espionage or collaboration. Only a small minority 
of a few hundred soldiers were politically motivated in their actions and engaged 
in active resistance, including espionage and sabotage against the Finnish state 
and military.9 Captured deserters who participated in the resistance movement 
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were typically sentenced to long terms of imprisonment or even death. Only a 
few managed to remain at large throughout the war. In total, just 173 documented 
cases involve men who avoided capture for the entire period from 1941–1944.10

T H R E E  R O A D S  T O  F R E E D O M  T H R O U G H  P A R D O N S  A N D  A M N E S T I E S
19 September 1944 Finland was forced to sign the Moscow Armistice treaty. Its 
most significant terms required Finland to cede territory, pay war reparations, 
expel German troops from its soil, and lease the Porkkala region in southern 
Finland to the Soviet Union as a military base. For the deserters, however, the 
most important provision was Article 20, which stated that: “Finland undertakes 
immediately to release all persons, irrespective of citizenship or nationality, held 
in prison on account of their activities in favour of the United Nations or because 
of their sympathies with its cause, or in view of their racial origin, and will also 
remove all discriminatory legislation and disabilities arising therefrom.”11 

This provision was primarily intended to secure the release of left-wing 
political prisoners who had been arrested and placed in preventive detention 
(turvasäilö) at the beginning of or during the war. However, if interpreted broadly, 
it could also be applied to Finnish soldiers who had deserted out of sympathy for 
the United Nations (not to be confused with the UN organisation), in practice 
meaning the Soviet Union. When the final peace treaty between Finland and 
the Soviet Union was signed in Paris in 1947, this provision was incorporated as 
Article 7 of the agreement.12

Some deserters returned home shortly after the armistice, but many were 
arrested, as it remained unclear whether the provision applied to them and they 
had still violated the tenants of Finnish military law. The consequences varied: 
some were merely interrogated and subsequently released, while others were 
detained and brought to court. On 20 October 1944, the Headquarters of the 
Home Forces (Kotijoukkojen esikunta) ordered that all “Forest Guard” members 
were to be arrested and prosecuted. As a result, many deserters remained in 
hiding until late 1944 or early 1945, when the provision was incorporated into the 
general body of Finnish legislation. The government’s first step was to suspend 
prosecutions and sentences under a temporary military court law that lasted 
until the end of 1945, a measure that applied to offences reaching beyond simple 
desertion.13

Amnesty legislation was ratified on 1 December 1944, granting pardons or 
sentence reductions for sentences meted out by military courts before 19 Septem-
ber 1944. It covered most deserters, regardless of their motives. However, it 



105

excluded those who were convicted of serious offences, particularly sentences 
pertaining to war crimes such as the mistreatment of prisoners of war, in accor
dance with Article 13 of the armistice agreement. Military deserters were thus 
included among those pardoned for violations of military law, rather than being 
treated as a separate category. Beyond fulfilling the terms of the armistice, the 
amnesty was also driven by practical necessity, as the number of convicted 
soldiers was simply too large to handle effectively. During parliamentary debates 
in November 1944, the scope of the proposed legislation was gradually expand-
ed.14

Although Finland was not occupied, the Allied Control Commission exercised 
significant influence over its domestic policy. In December 1944, the new Minister 
of Justice, Urho Kekkonen, met with the Commission in Helsinki, where Soviet 
representatives insisted that Article 20 should also apply to military deserters. 
On 7 December, the Ministry of Justice instructed the courts to grant amnesty 
to those who had deserted rather than fight the United Nations. The Soviets 
emphasised that the amnesty should be based on Article 20, not ratified Finn-
ish legislation. Following this, 1,225 imprisoned deserters were re-interrogated; 
544 claimed to have deserted out of sympathy for the United Nations and were 
released on Kekkonen’s orders, while the rest were later freed under the amnesty 
act. The Commission expressed satisfaction with the outcome.15 

This did not end the controversy, however. Shortly afterwards, three Soviet 
officers visited the central prison in Turku and asked inmates whether they had 
been imprisoned for sympathies with the Soviet Union. Several prisoners, who 
had previously cited other reasons for their desertion recanted and now claimed 
they had deserted because of sympathies for the Soviet Union. The officers 
demanded their release, and the prison warden freed eleven of them. The incident 
angered Kekkonen, who raised the matter with the Commission after Christmas 
of that year. It was subsequently agreed that Soviet officials could still inspect 
prisons and report grievances but not directly order the release of prisoners.16 

This Soviet interpretation of Article 20 encouraged more deserters to claim 
that their actions were motivated by sympathy for the Allies, most often specifi-
cally the Soviet Union. In at least one case, a deserter born in the United States in 
1911 stated that he had deserted in June 1941 because he was certain the United 
States would join the United Nations and he did not wish to fight against his 
country of origin.17

Whereas deserters captured during the war typically cited trauma from the 
Winter War or fear of combat—reasons seen as more acceptable and less punish-
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able than sympathy for the enemy—the situation was now reversed. This shift 
makes it difficult to determine the true motives for desertion in many cases, as 
some adapted their explanations in order to directly affect their sentencing. Even 
during the war, interrogators questioned such claims when deserters with known 
ties to communist circles attributed their actions solely to fear or “cowardice”. 
A revealing example of these shifting attitudes can be found in a letter written 
by a deserter to the head of his local military district on 31 January 1945. He 
explained that, when captured for a second time in the summer of 1944, he had 
cited cowardice to avoid being “executed as a two-time deserter and a political 
one at that.” Now, however, he claimed that his actions had been motivated by 
“political conviction and sympathy for the United Nations” and expressed willing-
ness to fight against the Germans in Norway. He also claimed that his comrades 
could attest to his convictions and argued that the Finnish president, Risto Ryti, 
had been more harmful to Finland because of the 1944 Ryti–Ribbentrop letter 
of agreement (Ryti–Ribbentrop-sopimus) with Nazi Germany. The deserter 
concluded by asserting that he would be more useful to the country as a free 
citizen rather than being behind prison bars.18

Amnesties granted under Article 20 were largely completed by January 1945. 
By then, 1,324 Finnish and 195 Soviet citizens had been released; 1,735 prison-
ers were fully pardoned, and 2,348 received reduced sentences. Finnish legisla-
tion also granted amnesty in around forty per cent of desertion cases from the 
summer of 1944. In addition, deserters could seek clemency directly from the 
president. Some pardons were already granted by Carl Gustaf Emil Manner-
heim in September 1944, and by November, approximately 150–200 pardons 
were being issued each week.19

Similar policies were adopted in other countries, and amnesties have almost 
always been part of most peace treaties and post-war government decisions. As 
part of the celebrations marking the victory over Nazi Germany in 1945, Stalin 
granted amnesty for a range of military offences committed by the troops. This 
was unsurprising as such measures also had precedent in Russian military 
history. The amnesty also extended to those who had evaded conscription or 
deserted and had been sentenced to serve time in labour camps.20 Those who 
deserted by defecting or surrendering to the Germans were nevertheless treated 
harshly. Across Europe, even after the end of the Second World War, the Allied 
armies still faced tens of thousands of deserters who were at large for years after 
the conflict.21 These deserters were located all across mainland Europe and in 
Great Britain. Although most Allied governments initially sought to arrest and 



107

convict them, the perceived need for punishment diminished over time. For exam-
ple, in the autumn of 1946, the Canadian government granted amnesty to 14,000 
deserters.22 At the same time, nearly 19,000 British deserters from the army, navy, 
and RAF remained at large. By 1947, more than 15,000 were still unaccounted 
for and were widely associated with a rise in crime. According to Scotland Yard, 
they were responsible for over sixty per cent of offences in England. In early 1947, 
amnesty was offered to these individuals, but only 1,340 deserters surrendered 
before it expired at the end of March. Efforts to capture the rest proved largely 
ineffective, and by 1948 the British armed forces still estimated the existence of 
around 20,000 deserters, with only about 3,000 having turned themselves in 
during 1947.23 It was not until 1953 that all deserters in Great Britain were granted 
a full pardon, as part of the coronation of Elizabeth II. One argument focused 
on their reintegration into society, as Sir Thomas Moore (1886–1971) explained: 
“[The pardon] would restore thousands of men to family and community life and 
perhaps give them an opportunity to justify this clemency.”24

In Allied Armies, deserters were involved in the black market in many cases 
and resorted to other crimes in order to survive, and many saw no benefit in 
returning to society.25 Thousands of deserters began living double lives. While 
amnesties and pardons typically covered minor offences associated with deser-
tion, serious crimes excluded individuals from this kind of pardon, which was 
the case in Finland, the Soviet Union, and Great Britain. With this context in 
mind, it is easier to understand why rapid pardons were often regarded as less 
damaging to society than the prolonged and largely futile efforts to track desert-
ers down—despite the fact that such pardons appeared unjust to those who had 
“done their part” and suffered during the war.

Desertion has been a far more common factor than governments have been 
willing to admit, and reconciling wartime propaganda with post-war realities 
proved difficult both legally and morally. In the eyes of the public desertion was 
typically seen and condemned as cowardice and a betrayal of fellow soldiers and 
countrymen. In post-war West Germany, for example, Wehrmacht deserters 
were widely viewed as having violated the ideal of Kameradschaft, the sacred 
bond of soldierly comradeship.26 In Finland, by contrast, the status of desert-
ers could be reframed in light of their perceived alignment with the eventual 
victors, the Soviet Union, even though the Finnish army remained largely intact 
until the end of the war. In retrospect, the rapid granting of legal pardons in 1944 
helped Finnish society avoid a prolonged crisis which was more of an unintended 
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consequence rather than a deliberate aim. Compared to other countries, Finland 
adopted clemency measures earlier than most and applied them more broadly.

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  M O N E T A R Y  C O M P E N S A T I O N  A N D  E C O N O M I C  R E C O V E R Y
After the pardons, most deserters were legally able to reintegrate into society. The 
post-war years were, however, marked by severe economic and psychological 
strain and have been widely studied from various perspectives. The period from 
1944–1948 is often described as the “years of danger” (vaaran vuodet) or as a 
“peace crisis”.27 Demobilisation, the resettlement of internally displaced persons, 
and the burden of war reparations posed major challenges for Finnish society. 
At the same time, fears of a potential Soviet occupation and the legalisation of 
the previously banned Finnish Communist Party added to the uncertainty felt 
in the country. In this context, former deserters were one group among many 
in a war-torn society, though the rise of the far left offered some opportunities 
for political mobilisation and claims for compensation. The Finnish Communist 
Party established a broad political coalition, Suomen Kansan Demokraattinen 
Liitto (SKDL), which achieved major success in the 1945 parliamentary elec-
tions. Political parties actively sought the support of former soldiers, and shortly 
before the end of the 1939–1945 “Long Parliament,” a relatively generous Land 
Acquisition Act was passed to provide land and new homes, partly to prevent the 
radicalisation of ex-servicemen and displaced populations. 

One of several leftist organisations founded after the war was the Entisten 
Sotilaiden Toverikuntien Liitto (EST, “Comrade Union of Former Soldiers”). It 
brought together former Red Guards from the Finnish Civil War, ex-front soldiers, 
and former members of the Forest Guard. Established in November 1944 by 
members of the resistance and reorganised as a nationwide association in April 
1945, EST maintained strong communist sympathies and espoused anti-fascist 
rhetoric. Despite this, the Finnish Communist Party viewed the organisation with 
some suspicion, and the two occasionally disagreed on issues such as benefits 
for former soldiers. At its peak in 1946, the EST had over 200 local branches and 
around 30,000 members. The organisation declined rapidly towards the end of 
the 1940s, although some local groups remained active into the early 1950s.28

The EST argued that Forest Guard members were entitled to compensa-
tion for the economic hardship they suffered while deserting. It also demanded 
support for former red veterans of the Finnish Civil War in 1918 and their fami-
lies, and sought to expand the Land Acquisition Act to include more ex-soldiers. 
The claim rested on the loss of military pay and benefits, which left deserters and 
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their families in financial distress. After the war, many argued they had remained 
“soldiers” on the “right side” of the conflicts and thus deserved compensation. EST 
actively promoted these demands through meetings, petitions, and publications.29

Notably in Finland, desertion was already framed as a form of resistance in 
1944–1945. In contrast to this attitude, in post-war West Germany, Wehrmacht 
deserters were widely condemned for abandoning their comrades, while recog-
nition was reserved for active resistance figures such as Claus von Stauffenberg. 
It was not until the 1970s and 1980s that desertion came to be more broadly 
regarded as a form of resistance in Germany.30

In early 1945, EST asked its Forest Guard members to submit accounts of 
their wartime activities in order to document their experiences and assess the 
legitimacy of their claims for compensation. One response, dated 18 January 
1946 titled “a request for compensation,” stated: “I supported the Allied cause… I 
deserted on 23 November 1941 and remained in hiding until the end of the war… 
I seek compensation for lost working hours and request my daily allowance and 
monthly family pay… for the period from 1 December 1941 to 12 December 1944.”31

In January 1946, the Finnish Ministry of Finance appointed a committee in 
order to consider whether or not compensation should be given to Forest Guard 
members. This initiative was built on the work of an earlier committee, which in 
April 1945 had concluded that some released political prisoners were entitled to 
compensation, though this did not include imprisoned deserters.32 The commit-
tee completed its work in 1948, estimating the total number of Forest Guard 
members at around 15,000 individuals which effectively functioned as a proxy 
for the general number of deserters, although compensation had initially only 
been intended only for deserters who were motivated by sympathy for the United 
Nations. Through questionnaires distributed by the EST, 4,152 responses were 
collected, of which 4,012 were classified as coming from Forest Guard members 
constituting more than a quarter of all deserters at the end of the war. Roughly 
one thousand of these claimed to have deserted for ideological reasons.33

In June 1948, a majority of the committee rejected compensation claims for 
Forest Guards, with two members dissenting. The main argument was the lack 
of a legal basis, as neither the armistice, the peace treaty, nor any other legislation 
legitimised such compensation. It was also noted in the press that not a single 
Forest Guard member had volunteered to fight against the Nazi Germans after 
the 1944 armistice, although this was not directly emphasised in the report. The 
committee further concluded that former deserters had generally reintegrated 
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into society without major difficulties and already enjoyed the same social bene-
fits as other former soldiers.34

Shortly after this rejection, on 4 August 1948, several members of Parliament 
would yet again propose that Forest Guard members were entitled to receive 
compensation comparable to that which was granted to political prisoners.35 
The proposal was rejected. Some newspapers later claimed that compensation 
had already been paid, but this was inaccurate; such false claims were largely 
propagated by anti-communist politicians and journalists. After the SKDL’s 
defeat in the 1948 elections, the issue of compensation effectively disappeared 
as an issue in the political landscape. At the same time, opposition to the idea 
grew within Parliament, and the press—across right-wing, centrist, and Social 
Democratic outlets—became increasingly dismissive of the issue, often ridicul-
ing the Forest Guard.36

The issue of compensation resurfaced decades later, in May 1971, when six 
SKDL members of Parliament proposed reparations for the “so-called Forest 
Guard members and other opponents of war and fascism” for losses suffered 
during the Second World War. It reappeared again in 1984 in connection with 
debates on military pensions though nothing ever came of it.37

The committee’s third reason for rejecting compensation claims in 1948 
highlights that most deserters were able to reintegrate and support themselves 
economically without assistance. This was supported by certain legislation, 
such as a February 1945 law stating that returning deserters should be treated 
as continuing employees, meaning that desertion could not affect their entitle-
ment to annual leave.38 In one letter to the EST, a deserter described his experi-
ences in the following way: 

“I went to my old workplace on 20.11.44, but I was told that my employment 
had been terminated because I was not in the war; however, they could arrange 
forest work for me. I told them I could not take the work, as I was not a forest 
worker by profession. On 4.12.44, I went to the workplace again, but the tech-
nical supervisor of the factory told me that they had no obligations towards 
me, because I had not fulfilled my obligations to the fatherland, and that my 
employment had ended. I went there again in February 1945 to ask for proof of 
employment. At the same time, I asked for my old work, and they took me back 
with all the benefits of a former employee, except for my annual (paid) leave. I 
requested the leave on the 19th day (June 1945), and they told me they could not 
pay it because I had not worked the previous year. I replied that I could not come 
to work, because I was not allowed to, even though I tried.” 39
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All the other workers in the factory had received the payment they were owed, 
except for the writer and one other worker.

Evidence of workplace discrimination against deserters appeared mainly 
in communist newspapers, reporting that former Forest Guard members were 
sometimes treated with undue suspicion by employers. The EST therefore 
demanded that any and all documented record of desertion should be removed 
from military passports, as some employers scrutinised them during the hiring 
process when screening applicants.40 It is difficult to assess how widespread 
such instances of discrimination were. The overall situation of deserters was 
likely quite similar to that of other ex-servicemen: those with a trade could more 
easily return to work, while young unskilled men faced greater challenges when 
looking for employment. For Forest Guard members, employment may actually 
have been easier in areas where established trade unions were led by commu-
nists. Furthermore, it was economically impractical to exclude thousands of 
able-bodied men from the workforce because of their actions during the war, 
especially when any kind of punishment no longer served a military purpose. 
Given that Finland, with a population of just 3,5 million individuals, had outright 
lost over 90,000 men of prime working age and was left with many more who 
were disabled; reconciliation was not only a question of dignity but of practical 
necessity. While individual employers may have harboured some resentment 
towards deserters, it is difficult to substantiate in concrete terms due to the lack 
of relevant sources.

F R O M  T H E  F O R E S T  B A C K  T O  C I V I L  S O C I E T Y
In the end, all countries involved in the Second World War embraced large-
scale emphasis on clemency for deserters. After the Continuation War, Finnish 
deserters had several avenues to seek amnesty or pardon for their violations of 
military law. A broad amnesty policy allowed most deserters to return quickly 
back into society without any legal consequences. While all the belligerent states 
participating in the war faced large numbers of deserters, Finland’s position as 
a defeated power, shaped by the terms of the Moscow Armistice, created a par-
ticular legal framework that enabled the practice of extensive amnesties. 

In the Soviet Union (1945) and Great Britain (1953), pardons were tied to 
major events such as victory celebrations and the coronation of a new monarch. 
Compared to the Western Allies, Finland avoided prolonged social problems by 
implementing swift and comprehensive amnesty measures, though this was 
not their primary intent. Unlike the Allied countries, Finland did not face large 
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numbers of deserters remaining in hiding and turning to a life of crime after the 
war. The longer deserters remained outside of the law, the more difficult rein-
tegration became, often forcing them into criminal activity simply to survive. 

In Germany, post-war society faced a dilemma between recognising active 
resistance to Nazism and condemning “ordinary” deserters, who remained 
stigmatised until the 1980s. This distinction helped “redeem” the majority of 
German soldiers. In Finland, no such narrative was necessary. Although Finland 
preserved its independence in 1944, it lost the Continuation War fought with the 
Soviet Union. This unique position gave Finnish deserters greater room to nego-
tiate their status and reputation, particularly because they were not excluded 
legally or politically from doing so. It is also notable that Finland granted pardons 
to soldiers who defected to the enemy, whereas the Soviet Union treated their 
defectors harshly.

The personal economic recovery of deserters appears to have been simi-
lar to that of other population groups in post-war Finland. This is according to 
a parliamentary committee that collected data from roughly twenty-five per 
cent of them and calculated the numbers. Although left-wing efforts to secure 
compensation for the Forest Guard failed, most deserters were able to return to 
civilian life achieving more or less equal outcomes. Further research is needed 
to assess how factors such as employment, training, education level, motives, 
and age shaped the reintegration process. Available evidence suggests that many 
deserters resumed their previous lines of work with little difficulty, supported 
by legislation and a general demand for labour, which likely led employers to 
overlook past discrepancies. This indicates that desertion was often tolerated, if 
not fully accepted. There is little reason to portray deserters as a distinct group 
whose rehabilitation was systematically planned.
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C H A P T E R  8

From Criticism to 
Celebration: Intelligence 

Officers, Memory Wars, and 
the Recasting of Honour in 

Post-war Denmark
Jacob Vrist Nielsen

T
he German occupation of Denmark beginning in April 1940 marked a 
decisive break in the Danish officer corps’ fighting position. The armed 
forces were ordered to stand down, which was perceived as a moral 
defeat. This break deepened in August 1943, when the government’s 

policy of cooperation collapsed. On the morning of 29 August, the German occu-
piers imposed martial law in all of Denmark and launched Operation Safari that 
disbanded and interned members of the armed forces. Once again, the military 
did not resist, and in the fall, around 300 officers fled to neutral Sweden, among 
them the leadership of the General Staff’s Intelligence Section.1 Their flight 
was widely criticised as a failure of duty at a moment of national crisis.2 Yet in 
later historiographical literature , these same intelligence officers came to be 
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portrayed as early resistance actors and as essential contributors to Denmark’s 
post-war recognition as an Allied nation.

This chapter explores how this revaluation was produced, propagated and 
contested in the post-war years. After the liberation, the inactivity and self-im-
posed exile by the officers were viewed with suspicion. The officers’ legitimacy 
had to be restored over time, particularly through struggles over interpretation 
of and access to sources. The analysis presented in this chapter draws on Nikolay 
Koposov’s concept of “memory wars”, that is, struggles over the legitimacy of 
actions and events from the past as they are perceived in the present.3 Koposov 
mainly analysed conflicts fought through avenues of legislation, the courts, 
and formal regulation. The Danish case constitutes a different kind of arena. 
Here, disputes over the wartime past unfolded within the discourse of historical 
knowledge itself, shaped by restrictive and selective archival access, exclusive 
cooperation with selected historians, and by the authority that was granted to a 
particular set of narratives.

By focusing on military officers, this chapter also engages a broader literature 
on post-war democratisation that moves beyond the simple binary of resistance 
and collaboration. After 1945, resocialisation involved more than just the reinte-
gration of victims, veterans, and convicted collaborators. It also involved dealing 
with parts of the pre-war elite whose legitimacy had been badly damaged by the 
occupation. Army intelligence officers form one such case, in which questions 
of memory, honour, and the interpretation of the past became central to ensure 
political and institutional stabilisation.

The chapter consists of four sections. The first section addresses the wartime 
erosion of the military honour of Danish officers and their experiences of humil-
iation. The second section examines post-war criticism of the officer corps and 
public challenges to its legitimacy. The third section analyses internal post-war 
conflicts regarding authority and responsibility. The final section examines how 
historiography and archival control of sources contributed to the long-term stabi-
lisation and rehabilitation of the intelligence officers’ reputation and the under-
standing of their role in the war.

T H E  O C C U P A T I O N  O F  D E N M A R K
For the officer corps, both the occupation and the events of August 1943 were 
experienced as humiliations, and each involved a loss of prestige and honour. 
As Ute Frevert has argued, war is shaped not only by military action but also by 
senses of honour, shame, fear, and hope.4 These emotional ideals shaped the 
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wartime conduct of the officers but also how they were seen following the war. 
Actions taken under the constraints of honour and shame would later have to 
be reinterpreted and justified to restore the legitimacy of the officer corps in the 
post-war period.

Within military circles, honour and masculinity were central to officers’ 
self-understanding. The honourable way for a soldier to act was to fight and die 
for the nation, while surrendering or fleeing was considered disgraceful.5 Flee-
ing into exile, from this perspective, is also a monumental experience in which 
shame and dishonour can play a major role. The nature of the Second World War 
sharpened these emotions. In occupied Europe, much of the resistance fighting 
was carried out by partisan groups, among whom communists—long-stand-
ing enemies of the conservative officer corps—played a prominent role. 6 It was 
they who fought, bled, and died on the battlefield, not the officers. For officers 
trained in conventional warfare and ideals of military honour, this inversion 
of roles deepened the sense of humiliation. Among rank-and-file soldiers and 
lower-ranking officers, the senior officer corps suffered a significant loss of pres-
tige. In diaries from the period, criticism of the officers was widespread.7 This 
internal disillusionment is also clearly visible in sources found in the Swedish 
Security Police archives, which contain large numbers of intercepted letters 
written by Danish refugees living in Sweden. In many letters, the officers were 
criticised for their lack of resolve and initiative. One regular soldier, for example, 
remarked that he: “…personally does not believe that our old officers are capable 
of anything truly effective.”8 A lower-ranking officer likewise complained about 
his superiors, asking rhetorically: “What has the Army done at home? Nothing. 
Now we sit comfortably and warmly in Sweden while others are fighting.”9 A 
third soldier expressed his frustration with the officers’ passivity in the resis
tance struggle even more bluntly, dismissing them as “a staff of idiots.”10 While 
the officers’ precise sentiments are impossible to reconstruct, there is little doubt 
that their sense of honour was severely shaken and that shame formed an essen-
tial part of their wartime experience. 

A final humiliation for the officer corps followed in May 1945 when Denmark 
was liberated, not by its own military forces and resistance fighters, but by foreign 
powers: the British and the Soviets.11 These wartime experiences would later 
become central points of contestation in the post-war struggles in shaping the 
narratives with regard to the ideals of honour and legitimacy.



116

B R I T I S H  C O N N E C T I O N S
From the fall of 1940 onwards, the intelligence section transmitted relevant intel 
from occupied Denmark to the British. However, this effort ended abruptly when 
the officers fled to Sweden. The escape was an improvised and chaotic affair, 
with files lost, contacts broken, and no overarching master plan. The British also 
regarded the Danish intelligence officers—known as the Peters—with disdain. 
The leader of the Special Operations Executive’s Danish section in London, 
Ralph Hollingworth noted the following in December 1943: “Those, including the 
PETERS themselves, who escaped to Sweden, did so to escape internment – not 
to come over to England to fight the Germans. The good ones remained behind, 
avoided registering by going underground, and they are available to us today.”12

After fleeing to Sweden, the intelligence section in Denmark collapsed, but 
out of these rubbles grew a new interimistically formed intelligence, geograph-
ically located in Stockholm. From November 1943 until 5 May 1945, the Danish 
officers produced and transmitted roughly 15,000 pages of intelligence to the 
British.13 The intelligence work conducted in Sweden was not only a contribution 
to the Allied cause, but also a way for the officers to reclaim their lost honour and 
demonstrate professional relevance in the war effort.

British officials frequently praised the high quality of the material.14 Yet it does 
not appear to have been put to much operational use. When one of the intelli-
gence officers travelled from Stockholm to London in October 1943, he discov-
ered that many of the intelligence reports were lying unused in a closet.15 As late 
as December 1944, the officers expressed their frustrations to the British about 
how their work seemed to have little impact. One officer noted:“This sounds a 
little bitter, and it is. It cannot be denied that, especially among the people work-
ing in the field, there is a certain despondency, because one does not feel that 
our work is being applied in practice.” Another added: “One receives recognition 
in words, but misses seeing the work put to use in practice.”16 The main reason 
for this was probably that the British did not demand detailed intelligence on 
Denmark, which, for obvious reasons, was a low priority until the final stages of 
the war. So, to some extent in operational terms, the intelligence work amounted 
to another moral defeat. Yet, the significance of the intelligence work cannot be 
assessed solely by its operational impact. In the post-war contest over honour 
and legitimacy, the importance of the reports lay less in their wartime effect and 
more in what they could later be shown to represent, namely ongoing diligence, 
activity and loyalty to the Allied cause.
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T H E  A F T E R M A T H  O F  T H E  W A R 
In the immediate aftermath of the war, resistance fighters were widely celebrat-
ed as heroes and hailed in films, newspaper articles, and resistance memoirs.17 
At the same time, politicians were successful in situating their own wartime 
conduct within the emerging narrative of total national resistance. Cooperation 
was interpreted through the “Sword and Shield” thesis, according to which the 
government’s policy had created the conditions that allowed the resistance move-
ment to operate.18 “The fight over honour,” as former members of the resistance 
named it, was being fought. Politicians also began to voice direct criticisms of 
the resistance movement.19 One of the most sensitive issues of the occupation 
was the liquidation of German informers. The Social Democratic chief ideologue, 
Hartvig Frisch, stated that the killings carried out towards the end of the war 
had been outright murders and had nothing to do with the liberation struggle.20

The criticism of the resistance movement was less about the movement itself 
than it was about the politicians’ own conduct during the occupation. Having 
distanced themselves from armed resistance and chosen to cooperate with the 
German authorities, they now needed to restore their own honour and, more 
importantly, their political legitimacy. The editor-in-chief of the formerly illegal 
news agency Information, Børge Outze, gave a name to the politicians’ attempts to 
discredit and diminish the resistance—“the countermovement,”.21 The politicians 
largely won the battle of reclaiming their honour, and in the official narrative of 
the occupation that was constructed in the years after the war, it was a united 
Denmark consisting only of freedom fighters that stood against the Nazis. All 
Danes, high and low, men and women, politicians and resistance fighters alike, 
had, at heart, been members of the resistance. They had merely been waiting 
for the right moment to express their opposition in word and in action. This 
narrative rescued Denmark’s self-understanding and underpinned its sense of 
honour against the trauma of a long and humiliating occupation. In their study 
of the occupation as a “collective memory”, the historians Claus Bryld and Anette 
Warring refer to this consensus narrative as “the basic narrative.”22 The historian 
Hans Kirchhoff has taken a more polemical stance, describing this narrative as 
“the great myth of the Danish people in battle.”23

However, this expansive narrative coexisted with sharp and sustained criti-
cisms, particularly of the officer corps. In the eyes of the public, the army’s repu-
tation had been “seriously burdened”, as a contemporary source described it, by 
its weak performance on 9 April 1940 and 29 August 1943.24 After the war, the 
military leaders remained targets of public criticism. Unlike the politicians, they 
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had no official channels through which to reframe the past as it was presented 
to the public and they found themselves trapped in a narrative they could not 
easily alter. Moreover, the totality of the Danish defence and army structure 
had been fundamentally disrupted during the occupation and would have to be 
rebuilt from scratch.25

Some of the criticism came from former resistance members, who argued 
that the army had been too passive throughout the occupation. The Army Chief, 
General Ebbe Gørtz, became a central target. He was criticised for failing to issue 
orders to fight on 9 April 1940, for his unwavering loyalty to the political lead-
ership, and for his refusal to cooperate with the resistance movement before 29 
August 1943. He was also blamed for allowing the Germans to seize the army’s 
weapons and equipment and, finally, for failing to carry out a thorough purge 
of compromised officers after liberation. According to the Swedish military 
attaché in Copenhagen, the Danish military leadership had become “somewhat 
suspect in the eyes of the public” because of its conduct during the occupation. 
He observed that the criticism was voiced by representatives of the resistance 
movement, by the press, and by various political factions.26

A recurring and particularly damaging line of criticism concerned the extent 
of Nazi sympathies that was rampant within the officer corps. This was not 
merely a matter of rumours or speculation. A considerable number of officers, 
especially among the younger cohorts, had been enamoured by and attracted to 
Nazi ideology in the early years of the war as many had joined one of the Danish 
Nazi parties. Membership records from the largest of these parties, the Danish 
Nationalist Socialist Worker Party (DNSAP), listed 21 first lieutenants, 32 second 
lieutenants, 32 captains, and 16 sub-lieutenants.27 In addition to these figures, the 
reserve officers and enlisted personnel must be added, and the actual figures are 
likely even higher, because the DNSAP reportedly maintained secret member-
ship lists of officers before the war even began.28 A contemporary report noted “a 
certain unease” within the Danish military as the purge of compromised officers 
unfolded. It also observed that investigations into compromised personnel were 
themselves roadblocks to the effective training of new personnel and the effec-
tive fighting capability of the armed forces.29

While most ordinary Danes were unaware of these affiliations during the 
occupation, several public incidents involving Danish officers expressing sympa-
thy for Nazism later came to haunt the officer corps. In the immediate post-
war years, a flood of publications about “the five evil years” appeared, and in 
many of them, the officers were criticised harshly. One example of this was 
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seen in the issue 5 Aar. Besættelsen i Billeder (5 Years: The Occupation in Photo-
graphs), which reprinted numerous images of Danish officers who had joined the 
DNSAP’s military unit, the Free Corps Denmark. Another influential work was 
Besættelsestidens Fakta: Dokumentarisk Haandbog (Facts of the Occupation: 
A Documentary Handbook), published in 1945. Spanning almost 1,600 pages, 
it compiled laws, decrees, and official statements made by officials during the 
occupation period. It was intended as a reference work for courts and lawyers 
in possible trials concerning harmful conduct perpetrated by the enemies of the 
state, whomever they might be. The handbook documented that several senior 
army officers had been prominent figures in the segments of Danish Nazism.

The criticism reached new heights in January 1946, when chairman of the 
youth section in the Danish Social Liberal Party, Erik Jørgensen, gave an inter-
view to Hjemmeværnet. This publication was the membership magazine of the 
Danish Home Guard, and here Erik declared that the officer corps constituted 
one of the most compromised segments of the Danish population.30 This publi-
cation and in extension the remark was primarily aimed at former resistance 
members, only exacerbating the problematic relations between the officer corps 
and resistance veterans which was already deeply strained. Gørtz attempted to 
persuade Jørgensen to withdraw the statement, but when he refused by insist-
ing that he spoke the truth, Gørtz initiated a defamation lawsuit against him on 
behalf of the army. The Chief of the Navy later joined the case. 

Instead of restoring the honour of the officer corps, the trial deepened the 
crisis. When the case reached the courts in September 1946, the defence and 
Jørgensen had little difficulty substantiating their claims. A comprehensive over-
view prepared by the Ministry of War showed that of the 691 serving line officers 
in the army, 61 had either died in German service, been dismissed for Nazi collab-
oration, or faced disciplinary proceedings. Among reserve and reinforcement 
officers, 68 out of 619 fell into the same categories, corresponding to roughly ten 
per cent in both groups.31 The defence further cited well-documented cases of 
Danish officers acting in leadership positions within the Free Corps Denmark, as 
well as a pro-Nazi pamphlet written by senior officers during the occupation.32 

Even before the trial began, the case attracted intense media attention. The 
newspaper Friheden published the names of all 69 officers listed in the DNSAP 
membership register, while the communist daily Land og Folk went further by 
publishing the names of the 180 officers who were identified in Nazi and resis
tance archives as having pro-German affiliations.33 Gørtz himself was singled 
out and criticised , not least because of his participation in a parade welcoming 
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back the Free Corps Denmark from the front in October 1942. During the trial, 
Gørtz was also questioned about his contact and connections to the Danish Nazi 
Party. He explained that in 1939, he had commented on a draft army bill submit-
ted by the leader of the DNSAP Frits Clausen, because Clausen was a member 
of the Danish Parliament at the time.34 In later statements to the press, however, 
this episode was reframed. The contact was now presented as having served an 
intelligence purpose, allowing the General Staff to investigate possible collabora-
tion between Nazi activists and circles within the officer corps. In December, the 
issue was raised in parliament, where the Minister of Defence defended Gørtz and 
supported this interpretation.35 In this way, the episode also suggested a distinc-
tion between the officers in the intelligence service and the other individuals of 
the officer corps who were suspected of political malfeasance.

Although Erik Jørgensen was ultimately convicted of defamation and fined, 
the real losers were probably still the officers themselves. The trial exposed the 
extent of compromise within the officer corps and inflicted a profound loss of 
face. All the documents, the stenographic records of the trial, and the final judg-
ment, were published in book form before the end of that same year.36 

The officers were acutely aware of the damage that had been wrought. Having 
already suffered repeated humiliations during the war, they now faced sustained 
public criticism that questioned their loyalty, honour, and legitimacy. For the 
intelligence officers, the Gørtz case served as a warning of how struggles over 
documents and public exposure could rapidly undermine institutional authority 
and personal legitimacy. 

I N T E R N A L  F R A C T U R E S  I N  T H E  O F F I C E R  C O R P S
It is important to stress that the officer corps was far from homogeneous. Re-
lations between different groups within the officer corps remained immensely 
strained after the war. Many argued that an extensive purge was necessary, if the 
army was to regain public trust. In accordance with a law passed on 25 May 1945, 
officers who had served in German military units were dismissed from service 
outright. For many, however, this measure did not go far enough. In July 1945, the 
Minister of Defence, Ole Bjørn Kraft, convened a meeting at the Ministry of War 
in order to discuss the future of the armed forces. Present were the leadership 
of the resistance movement in Copenhagen, the Army Chief, Ebbe Gørtz, and 
several officers who had themselves been active in the resistance. During the 
meeting, Kraft asked the officer and resistance leader A. R. Jørgensen how the 
Copenhagen leadership viewed a proposed purge of the army. Jørgensen argued 
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that, if the military were to regain respect among the population, the officers who 
had fled to Sweden needed to have their career advancement opportunities cur-
tailed. Other possibilities were suggested but Gørtz ultimately rejected this view.37

Similar tensions surfaced in the case of Colonel Helge Bennike, who also 
believed that the purge was proceeding far too slowly. Shortly after liberation, 
Bennike wrote to Gørtz, arguing that all officers who had supported Nazism 
should be dismissed from service. Gørtz responded sharply. He interpreted Benni-
ke’s intervention as a breach of discipline and removed him from his position as 
commander of the Border Command.38 Gørtz was unwilling to punish officers 
for having been members of the Danish Nazi Party (DNSAP). In a memoran-
dum to the Ministry of War dated 4 October 1945, he explained that the German 
invasion had come as a profound shock to the officer corps. Many, especially 
among the younger cohorts of the officer corps, had become deeply frustrated 
with what they perceived as a political system that had failed them. The DNSAP 
had exploited this discontent through a proposed army law, which appealed to 
younger officers and: “… in some cases, was followed by party membership.”39 The 
explanation framed the political compromise made by these officers as a transient 
reaction to the government’s neglect of the army and to institutional collapse.

Conflicts over authority were particularly acute within the intelligence service. 
After fleeing to Sweden in October 1943, the head of the section, Einar Nordentoft, 
remained head of the service in an informal capacity. Still, his control over the 
domestic network that continued to operate inside of Denmark was, in practice, 
limited. This led to a post-war conflict with Svend Schjødt-Eriksen, who had 
served as General Gørtz’s right-hand man during the war and who considered 
himself as the leader of the domestic intelligence service.40 Although Nordentoft 
ultimately prevailed and regained control of the section, the relationship between 
the two men remained damaged. It was not merely organisational authority 
that was at stake, but control over how the wartime intelligence work would be 
defined, documented, and remembered after the war.

One manifestation of this struggle was the intelligence service’s involvement 
in publishing the DNSAP membership register shortly after the war.41 The card 
index showed that Schjødt-Eriksen had been a party member for a brief period 
of time, as had many other officers. A disciplinary case was opened against him, 
but it led nowhere. His membership had apparently lasted only a few months, 
and there was no evidence that he had ever paid any dues or participated in party 
activities. He did not appear to have been a committed Nazi, either in word or 
in action.42 Yet, the episode illustrates a broader pattern. By emphasising cases 
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of political compromise within the officer corps, the intelligence service was 
able to draw a line between itself and the other compromised parts of the mili-
tary because of their association with Nazism. The distinction allowed officers 
conducting intelligence work to be separated from the failures and political 
entanglements of officers in the regular armed forces. Accusations of political 
compromise were used as ammunition in struggles over claiming authority and 
to secure promotion, as well as in the efforts to redefine the boundaries of the 
entire institution.

Tensions were also evident within the relatively small circle of intelligence 
officers themselves. Hans Lunding, who had remained in Denmark in the fall of 
1943 and was arrested and imprisoned in Germany, appears to have harboured 
a deep resentment towards his colleagues who escaped to Sweden. At least this 
was how he was portrayed by fellow his officer Per Winkel, who claimed that 
after the war, Lunding: “… harboured a profound disgust for everything connected 
with the intelligence service after 29 August 1943; in particular, I believe he 
despised all those intelligence officers who had left Denmark and sought refuge 
in Sweden.”43 Whether or not this assessment fully captures Lunding’s actual 
sentiments, it points to the depth of post-war resentments and to the moral fault 
lines that continued to divide officers who had experienced the war in radically 
different ways.

Taken together, these internal conflicts reveal that the rehabilitation of the 
officer corps would never be a unified nor uncontested exercise. These conflicts 
revolved around access to documents, authority, and the right to shape the histor-
ical record. In doing so, they laid much of the groundwork for the later consolida-
tion of the interpretation that framed exile, secrecy, and institutional continuity 
as essential contributions to the national cause.

R E M E M B E R I N G  I N T E L L I G E N C E
As mentioned, the officers of the intelligence service were criticised for fleeing 
to Sweden and abandoning the service.44 In general, however, the intelligence 
service attracted relatively little attention in the first years following the war. 
Intelligence work, by its covert nature, takes place in the shadows, and only a 
few people knew what the intelligence officers had done during the German 
occupation. 

The first comprehensive attempt to write the history of Danish wartime intel-
ligence came from the historian Jørgen Hæstrup. A former resistance member 
himself, Hæstrup began toiling with historical research in the late 1940s in 
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response to what he perceived as an unjust political critique of the resistance 
movement.45 As most relevant archives remained closed, Jørgen Hæstrup based 
his early works primarily on interviews and testimonies collected from resis
tance fighters and officers. In Hæstrup’s influential accounts, Danish intelligence 
officers occupied a privileged position. They had already, in the autumn of 1940, 
defied the government’s policy of cooperation and established intelligence links 
with Britain. In the fall of 1943, they moved to Sweden to continue their intel-
ligence work. Hæstrup argued that these initiatives had preserved Denmark’s 
honour and contributed to its recognition as an Allied nation. His account fore-
grounded disciplined and foresighted intelligence work, while giving little space 
to communist resistance activities and emphasising British-backed networks.46 
Hæstrup did not operate in isolation. Ebbe Munck, who had been the intelligence 
officers’ representative in Stockholm, acted as an informal adviser on Hæstrup’s 
project, commenting on drafts and proposing amendments.47 As is so often the 
case when memoirs and testimonies dominate the source base, the narrative 
ended up closely reflecting the protagonists’ own self-understanding.

For the intelligence officers, Hæstrup’s works carried particular weight. They 
provided an authoritative framework through which exile and secrecy could be 
interpreted as purposeful and legitimate service. In the years that followed, the 
officers took considerable precautions to protect this interpretation. Central to this 
effort was their control of the wartime intelligence archive, known as the Stock-
holm Archive, which remained closed to most people. Tensions surfaced in the 
early 1970s when Lieutenant Colonel Helge Klint sought access to the archive.48 
Klint was not an outsider. He headed the Army Staff’s Military History Section, 
taught at the University of Copenhagen, and had himself served in the Danish 
intelligence service in Sweden during the war. Klint took a different position. He 
believed that Hæstrup had overstated the importance of the intelligence service 
and portrayed the intelligence officers too heroically, whereas others, including 
Schjødt-Eriksen, were portrayed in a more antagonistic light in the narrative.49 
When Hæstrup’s two-volume book Hemmelig alliance (Secret Alliance) was 
published in 1959, they indeed played a role in Schjødt-Eriksen being passed over 
for promotion to major general.50

Klint’s request for access was denied. Instead, two young historians were 
granted controlled access to the material under the supervision of Jørgen 
Hæstrup. One of them was Hans Christian Bjerg, who wrote about the intelli-
gence service’s activities during the five years of occupation. The task was given to 
Bjerg with a clause stipulating that the army chiefs retained the right, on “security 
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grounds,” to reject the manuscripts if the results did not meet their expectations.51 
Drafts circulated among former intelligence officers, particularly P. A. Mørch and 
Per Winkel, who suggested several revisions and deletions. As Winkel put it, the 
aim was to ensure “the most correct, truthful, historical description,” which in 
practice meant safeguarding the officers’ own version of events.52 The two-vol-
ume work, Ligaen (The League), reiterated much of the established narrative.

Although Ligaen was well received in the press, academic historians were 
sharply critical of the work. Bjerg was accused of adopting an outdated, heroic 
perspective and of grossly overestimating the intelligence service’s importance.53 
This was also partly evident in the studies conducted by Knud J. V. Jespersen, 
published in the late 1990s and early 2000s.54 Jespersen introduced greater 
nuance to the story, not least by emphasising the officers’ anti-communist motiva-
tions. Still, he explicitly presented his work as a continuation of Jørgen Hæstrup’s 
interpretation, now supplemented by British archival material.55 It is notewor-
thy that Jespersen, whose scholarly background lay primarily in early modern 
history, was encouraged to take on the subject by Jørgen Hæstrup himself and 
by Ole Lippmann, the former head of the Danish SOE agents.56 Their involve-
ment underlines the degree to which the historiography of wartime intelligence 
developed in close dialogue with its former practitioners.

The most recent addition to the discourse within this field is Trine Engholm 
Michelsen’s book about the officers’ secretary Jutta Graae: Storfyrstinden: besæt-
telsens magtfulde, men ukendte frihedskæmper Jutta Graae (The Grand Duchess: 
the occupation’s powerful but unknown freedom fighter, Jutta Graae), published 
in 2021.57 Michelsen’s book, as its predecessors, received positive reviews in the 
press and is a continuation of the heroic narrative tradition within this field, in 
which the small but clever Danes outwit the large but foolish Germans. A central 
difference to her approach is the shift in protagonist and the gendered framing, 
with Graae occupying the role previously reserved for male officers. 

Taken together, the historiography illustrates how the intelligence officers’ 
wartime actions were reinterpreted over time. This process rested on memoirs, 
interviews, selective archival access, and close collaboration and interaction with 
a limited group of historians. Far from being marginalised, they came to occupy 
a privileged symbolic position in the historical narrative of the occupation. 

C O N C L U S I O N
This chapter has traced how Danish military intelligence officers sought to repo-
sition themselves in the aftermath of German occupation and Danish defeat. In 
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this sense, the struggle over their reputation was not fought within the arenas 
of public memory but rather it was shaped by the institutional conditions under 
which history about the occupation was written. During and immediately after 
the war, the officer corps faced sustained public criticism for its wartime conduct 
or lack thereof. For intelligence officers, exile in Sweden intensified this predic-
ament. In the post-war period, flight, secrecy, and institutional continuity were 
difficult to reconcile with the prevailing ideas of honour that centred on visible 
resistance and sacrifice. For many officers, reintegration into the post-war order 
was uncertain and uneven. It did not follow automatically at the end of the war, 
but it gradually took shape through disagreements over how the occupation 
should be interpreted and over who could legitimately speak with authority 
about it. By reading through Koposov’s concept of “memory wars”, the Danish 
case suggests that the struggles over the legitimacy of the past found herein were 
not primarily fought over through legislation or the courts, but through control 
of archival access, documentation, and historical authority. In this sense, the 
rehabilitation of the intelligence officers illustrates a form of memory war fought 
within the production of historical knowledge itself, where access to archives and 
historiographical authority became decisive factors in determining the outcome.

In this context, memoirs, interviews, and the handling of archival material 
became particularly significant. They allowed wartime conduct to be framed 
without accountability or recourse to open and fair criticism. From this perspec-
tive, the experience of the intelligence officers also speaks to a broader aspect of 
post-war resocialisation. The reconstruction of democratic authority after 1945 
did not only concern resistance fighters and collaborators. It also involved re-es-
tablishing legitimacy for elements of the pre-war elite whose positions had been 
weakened by the occupation. In Denmark, this took place through legal meas-
ures and purges, as well as through slower measures, including more gradual 
disputes over interpretation and institutional continuity.
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C H A P T E R  9

Compensation Policies for 
Danish Resistance Fighters 

and World War II Victims 
1941–2026

Søren Werther Kjær Rasmussen

D
enmark was a peculiar case among the German-occupied countries. 
After the 1940 invasion, it surrendered within hours, resulting in only 
few casualties and no immediate need for extensive social measures. 
Danish politicians then pursued a policy of cooperation with Ger-

many, accepting their militarised presence while formally retaining sovereignty 
which was largely illusory. Submitting to these conditions, the civilian popula-
tion was largely spared and the Jewish population protected until this state of 
affairs collapsed in August 1943.1 Because of the policy of cooperation, there was 
little impetus for coordinated resistance, and no organised Danish resistance 
movement existed in the first calendar year of the occupation. Consequently, in 
1940 there was no perceived need to establish measures to assist war victims, 
or what would later be termed victims of the occupation.2

The first instance of a defined group of Danish citizens who required war-re-
lated social assistance during the occupation occurred in summer 1941. This 
occurred when the Danish state, at the request of the Germans, arrested around 
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300 leading (mostly male) communists after the Nazi invasion of the Soviet 
Union. Their wives, outraged by the detentions of their husbands, demanded 
that the state assumed responsibility for their material needs. The women orga
nised themselves into a group that later became known as the Red Widows. They 
approached the Ministry of Social Affairs, where their primary contact became 
the senior civil servant Hans Henrik Koch. Koch took their demands for support 
seriously and established a social relief apparatus for the internees’ families.3

This initiative constituted the first kind of assistance directed at individuals 
defined as victims of the occupation. It was, however, only the first of many such 
initiatives, some of which remain in effect today. This chapter examines the over-
all developmental trajectories of social assistance for resistance fighters and other 
victims of the occupation. It asks which actors were responsible for providing 
assistance and what support former resistance fighters received.

The institutions discussed here merit a vastly more extensive investigation 
than what has been possible within the confines of this anthology. A full review 
of their structures, practices, and procedures, as well as a detailed account of the 
often-extreme social conditions faced by victims and their families, lies beyond 
the scope of this chapter. Instead, it focuses on the overarching principles behind 
the compensation that was given to victims and the roles of key officials across 
different periods. 

Scholarly inquiry of social assistance that was granted to victims of the occu-
pation began with historian Jørgen Hæstrup. He conducted a study of the Danish 
Ministry of Social Affairs and the support structures they created for Danish 
concentration camp prisoners. This effort was later refined by historian Hans 
Sode Madsen in his work on the White Buses operation (the evacuation of Danish 
and Norwegian concentration camp prisoners), which also details the Ministry’s 
assistance to the relatives of resistance fighters who were combating the occupa-
tion.4 The most comprehensive analysis of the various post-war compensation 
schemes to date has been compiled by Sofie Lene Bak, whose research focused on 
the support granted to repatriated Danish Jews and demonstrated how this assis-
tance contributed to their resocialisation back into civil society.5 The most recent 
contribution to this field of inquiry is the anthology De udstødte, de uvelkomne og 
de beundrede (The Excluded, the Unwelcome, and the Admired) which analyses 
the social assistance provided to the victims of the occupation. It compares initia
tives aimed at Danish resistance members, resocialisation measures directed at 
refugee groups and convicted Danish collaborators.6
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Social assistance during the occupation is difficult to reconstruct due to frag-
mented and often discreet archival material, as much of the work was conducted 
semi-clandestinely. Nevertheless, extensive sources from ministerial, munici-
pal, and private archives allow the uncovering of what turned out to be a broad, 
multilayered system of wartime relief after liberation. Moving past the tumultu-
ous years immediately following liberation, the records become more systematic 
and comprehensive, which shifts the historical documentation challenge from 
one of scarcity to one of scale, as compensation archives comprise thousands of 
files documenting the post-war assistance initiatives.7 

A  P R O C E S S  I N  F I V E  P H A S E S
To explain the relief process from 1941 to present day, this chapter divides the 
history of social assistance into five distinct phases. This division is based on the 
premise that each assistance period operated according to a distinct set of guiding 
principles or assumptions. In developing this periodisation, I was inspired by 
the work of historians Jolande Withuis and Annet Mooij. They uncovered how 
Dutch assistance to war victims evolved through clearly defined phases. Their 
periodisation analysis is particularly useful for understanding how welfare 
measures and recognition of victims are not merely the outcome of administra-
tive planning but shaped by wider transformations in the public memory and 
by expert knowledge.8

This chapter uses their analytical framework as a comparative point of depar-
ture for examining the development of Danish compensation practices as they 
developed over time. Withuis and Mooij argue that early sporadic initiatives 
were followed by a focus on compensation for resistance fighters and, from the 
1970s, a shift towards a focus on alleviating trauma and cultivating health. This 
pattern also largely holds true in the Danish context. Similar developments can 
be observed in Norway from 1968, where the trauma suffered by former resis
tance members and sailors became the focal point of contemporary compen-
sation legislation.9 Despite these parallels, I propose an alternate periodisation 
structure that better describes Danish assistance developments.

As noted, this chapter primarily focuses on resistance members and the assis-
tance they received. In the Compensation Act, they were defined as part of the 
group of Danish war victims, who were assigned the formal legal term victims 
of the occupation (besættelsestidens ofre).10 For the sake of clarity, this chapter 
also uses this designation when referring to the period prior to the Compensation 
Act. In these terms it is important to remember that this designation functions 
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as a legal categorisation rather than an ethical classification that tries to define 
who should be regarded as victims.

T H E  F I R S T  A D  H O C  P H A S E :  F R O M  1 9 4 1  T O  M A Y  1 9 4 5
The first period of social assistance for victims of the occupation can be described 
as the ad hoc phase, as support was improvisational in nature that did not operate 
on a solid legal foundation and relied on guidelines rather than laws. Assistance 
was given in close cooperation between social authorities and members of the 
resistance milieu. The phase consists of two parts: the first occurred during the 
occupation, when the vestiges of the state determined forms of support, and the 
second part from 5 May 1945 to February 1946, when assistance continued on 
the same legal basis and with the same actors but without the yoke of German 
occupation.

In this section I ask how the assistance to Danish victims was organised during 
the war, and how public actors such as the state and municipalities as well as 
other interest groups interacted.

After Hans Henrik Koch presented the complaints of the Red Widows to the 
Danish government, the politicians granted him broad discretion to design an 
appropriate system of social assistance. This initiative became the first orga
nised form of relief for members of the group that would later be legally defined 
as “victims of the occupation”.11 Despite experiencing strong resistance from 
the social services in many municipalities, the Red Widows ended up being 
supported by the Ministry of Social Affairs for the remainder of the war. Despite 
the official anti-communist line in Denmark, the government and civil service 
found it reasonable to mitigate the social consequences for the relatives of the 
imprisoned communists. Danish Social Democratic prime Minister Thorvald 
Stauning stated: “It is we who have interned them, and thereby we have driven 
them into poverty and ruin.”12

As no applicable legislation existed for assisting civilian war victims, the 
Ministry of Social Affairs relied on section 281 of the Public Assistance Act, orig-
inally intended for people drafted for extraordinary military service. This provi-
sion allowed for more generous support than ordinary municipal relief, reflecting 
official recognition that internment created exceptional hardship for the affected 
requiring extraordinary assistance. Unlike ordinary social assistance, the aid was 
intended to involve “a more generous allocation of support and a more lenient 
mode of disbursement,” as stated in an official circular issued by the Ministry of 
Social Affairs to municipal social offices in 1941.13
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In the summer of 1943, tensions in Denmark reached a breaking point as 
large-scale strikes erupted and the resistance movement had grown significantly. 
Originating in communist networks formed after the 1941 arrests, the resistance 
movement expanded to include people from a diverse set of social and political 
backgrounds. As activities intensified, German pressure on the Danish govern-
ment increased, which included demands for reinstating the death penalty. 
When the government refused to comply, it led to the collapse of the policy of 
cooperation that had been conducted by the Danish authorities since the start 
of the occupation.14

After 29 August 1943, the number of wartime victims rose sharply. Nearly 
6,100 Danes were deported to concentration camps, around 7,000 Jewish Danes 
fled to Sweden, and thousands of Danes were imprisoned and often tortured 
by the Gestapo. The Ministry of Social Affairs expanded assistance schemes 
under section 281a to support Jewish refugees, deportees, and resistance fami-
lies by covering rent and living costs. What began as a limited initiative for a few 
hundred individuals soon became a broad sweeping effort assisting thousands. 
Throughout the war, the Red Widows worked closely with the Ministry, gath-
ering information on wants and needs and alerting Koch and his staff when 
municipalities failed to act in accordance with the Public Assistance Act. Their 
requests were consistently accommodated.15

T H E  S E C O N D  A D  H O C  P H A S E :  F R O M  M A Y  1 9 4 5  T O  F E B R U A R Y  1 9 4 6
Already during the occupation, Danish politicians, civil servants, and the re-
sistance movement discussed how assistance to resistance fighters should be 
organised after liberation. Social support was a featured item on the agenda of 
the Danish Freedom Council (consisting of the leaders of the resistance move-
ment), and confidential contacts between the Council and the Ministry of Social 
Affairs made plans for the future structure of post-war relief. Likewise, Allied 
representatives and Danish politicians in exile stressed the importance of rec-
ognising and supporting the resistance movement to ensure post-war stability, 
a message they conveyed to the political leadership in Copenhagen. As a result, 
the Danish political elite was already planning concrete institutional solutions 
for post-war social assistance in 1944.16

Upon liberation, a coalition government established the so-called Offices for 
Special Affairs (Kontorerne for særlige Anliggender) to provide rapid and targeted 
support to victims of the occupation. Officially, the offices were presented as an 
initiative originating from the resistance movement. But here it becomes perti-
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nent to ask how significant the resistance’s actual role was in their establishment 
and operation, and what the assistance actually entailed?

A coalition government was formed between the established political parties 
and the resistance movement. Members of the Freedom Council were assigned 
responsibility for resistance-related political portfolios. The communist and 
resistance leader Mogens Fog was appointed Minister for Special Affairs and 
was tasked with ensuring that the offices were established and that a compensa-
tion law for victims of the occupation was drafted. In his memoirs, Fog recounts 
that he defined the overall direction, while the civil service handled the concrete 
construction of the compensation apparatus.17

The Offices for Special Affairs were established immediately after libera-
tion. They consisted of a central office in Copenhagen and local offices in most 
provincial towns. Their primary purpose was to ensure that resistance fighters 
and any other eligible individuals could receive immediate relief and financial 
support. Another priority was to reintegrate resistance fighters back into the 
labour market helping them find gainful employment. Assistance was disbursed 
through municipal treasuries but financed by the state. The guiding principle of 
the assistance remained that support should be provided in an uncomplicated 
and generous manner. In this respect, the system continued to function long 
after its initial conception much as it had during the war, with its legal basis still 
rooted in Section 281.18

Financial support from the offices varied. Payments were generally based 
on the social assistance rates of the Municipality of Copenhagen but could be 
adjusted according to the specific situation. Assistance included compensation 
for lost property, payment of rent, purchase of essential consumer goods, and 
in some cases the settlement of urgent debts. In addition, tax relief and wage 
supplements could be granted to former resistance fighters.19

The resistance movement was strongly represented on the board of the central 
office, but day-to-day operations were primarily handled by civil servants. Never-
theless, in their own case materials, the offices were portrayed as a resistance 
initiative that was exclusively planned and executed by the movement during the 
occupation. This narrative is misleading, as municipal and state authorities in 
fact financed and staffed the offices. Moreover, as mentioned above, the Ministry 
of Social Affairs had already played an active role during the occupation in the 
planning and execution of future assistance.20

The operation of the offices was initially chaotic but gradually became more 
structured. Certain issues persisted, including the interpretation of unclear rule-
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sets and guidelines while it also posed a challenge to verify the backgrounds of 
some applicants. The offices also encountered cases of abuse, where individuals 
attempted to obtain assistance through fraudulent means. Nevertheless, they 
succeeded in providing extensive support to a wide range of victims. Surviving 
records from that time show that assistance was distributed on a large scale, 
with more than 30,000 recipients in Copenhagen alone. Although many victims 
of the occupation received help, resistance members formed the largest group 
of recipients, accounting for 75 per cent of applicants in provincial towns and 55 
per cent in Copenhagen.21 Average payments were modest, but particularly hard 
hit persons such as widows and disabled individuals could receive larger sums 
which in some cases exceeded half a year’s worth of wages.22

The Offices for Special Affairs was a temporary institutional measure and 
was gradually phased out following the adoption of the Compensation Act in 
October 1945. From December 1945, most payments ceased, and by the end of 
February 1946, the vast majority of local offices had closed. In many respects, 
the social assistance provided by the offices was unique in Danish history. The 
aid functioned as an extraordinary social safety net for victims of the occupation 
and helped ensure a relatively smooth transition into the post-war period. The 
offices became part of a political narrative in which the resistance movement 
presented itself as the primary driving force behind the effort, even though civil 
servants working and paid for by the state were largely responsible for its prac-
tical implementation.23

S E C O N D  P H A S E :  T H E  P H A S E  O F  S T A T E  C O N S O L I D A T I O N  1 9 4 6 – 1 9 4 8
The second phase of aid was marked by the state’s emergence as the official 
central actor, behind the compensation schemes, while the resistance movement 
played a more limited role in the social apparatus. At the same time, the legal 
basis for assistance was now anchored in the Act on Compensation for Victims 
of the Occupation. The formal starting point of the second phase was 1 February 
1946, when assistance under section 281 was finally discontinued. This second 
phase ended in 1948 when the authorities stated that the direct social problems 
caused by the war had largely been solved. 

While the time frame here is 1946–48, the first part of this section addresses 
the genesis of the Compensation Act, which chronologically belongs to the “ad 
hoc phase”. The legislative process is examined here because it explains the 
framework within which the Compensation Board operated during the phase 
of state consolidation.
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T h e  c o m p e n s a t i o n  a c t
In July 1945, a working group of civil servants and resistance representatives 
was established to draft a compensation law for victims of the German occupa-
tion. The first draft, written by resistance fighter and communist Carl Madsen, 
sought political recognition and preferential treatment for resistance members, 
awarding them with higher compensation rates while also enabling former 
concentration camp prisoners to retire, as well as introducing more innovative 
welfare measures. In contrast, the civil servants aimed for a broader and admin-
istratively streamlined compensation scheme without experimental elements 
and preferential treatment. The final draft was a compromise between the two 
compensation philosophies that strengthened state control of the process and 
reduced overall benefit levels, while securing a continuous honorary payment 
(hædersgaven) for resistance members.24

When the proposal was presented in parliament, several parties criticised 
its exclusivity and argued that compensation should cover everyone who had 
suffered during the war. The debate became a power struggle between the resis
tance movement and politicians. The politicians ultimately prevailed, they broad-
ened the scope of the law, reframing it as a collective national settlement rather 
than just being a reward for resistance.25

The Compensation Act which was enacted in November 1945 with full effect 
from February 1946, covered resistance fighters, communists, police officers, 
border guards, Jews, victims of German reprisals and other civilian victims. 
Compensation was granted for disability, loss of a breadwinner, funeral expenses, 
torture and imprisonment. However, benefit levels were significantly lower than 
those proposed by the resistance movement. For example, the annual honorary 
payment awarded to resistance widows and individuals disabled by German 
torture or those who were seriously injured during resistance operations was 
set at 800 kroner (20,760 kroner or € 2,780 in 2026 when accounting for infla-
tion).26 This was a stark decrease when compared with the 7,800 kroner (202,500 
kroner or € 27,100) 27 that were originally demanded, while compensation for 
having been imprisoned abroad was reduced to one quarter of the originally 
proposed level.28 

For context, a skilled worker’s annual wage in Denmark in 1945 was on aver-
age 11,400 kroner29 (295,900 kroner or € 39,600).30 The final legislation thus 
became a broad but comparatively modest compensation scheme, falling far 
short of the resistance movement’s original ambitions for a generous but exclu-
sionary support apparatus.
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A relevant question concerning the Compensation Act is whether it repre-
sented a genuine social policy innovation. The short answer is no. At liberation, 
social policy was characterised by an expansion of social provision, but without a 
decisive break from earlier traditions of poor relief. The Ministry of Social Affairs 
addressed acute social challenges in general through emergency legislation, and 
there was a broadly founded political willingness to support victims of the occu-
pation. At the same time, reforms introduced in 1945 reduced legal incapacita-
tion and abolished repayment requirements for assistance. The Compensation 
Act reflected these general trends: support was allocated according to need and 
followed existing social policy principles, with widows and concentration camp 
survivors receiving the highest benefits. The structure of the law, however, drew 
on earlier social and insurance legislation, including the Workers’ Compensation 
Act and military compensation schemes. The concept of the honorary payment 
also had historical precedents which were notably present in legislation for veter-
ans of nineteenth-century wars.31

T h e  C o m p e n s a t i o n  B o a r d
The Compensation Board was established in November 1945 and was operated 
by both civil servants and resistance representatives. In 1946, the central council 
for former resistance members was dissolved due to internal conflicts, leaving no 
formally appointed resistance representatives, although those already delegated 
to the board remained as ordinary members until the 1960s. Initially intended 
to operate until 1947, the Board had handily expedited most cases by then, but 
complex cases prolonged its work, and it remained in existence until 1997.32

The Compensation Board served as the central body for administering 
the Compensation Act. The Directorate of Industrial Injury Insurance (DIII) 
processed disability cases under the act and made its own decisions, though it 
could seek guidance from the Compensation Board in cases containing elements 
of doubt. Applicants could also appeal the Directorate’s decisions to the Board. 
Case processing followed the same procedures as ordinary industrial injury 
cases, with standardised forms and sober descriptions of incidents.

Cases concerning honorary payments, compensation for torture, property 
damage, and assistance for education were referred directly to the Compensa-
tion Board. The Board’s secretariat conducted preliminary reviews of the cases 
before they were presented to the board, which determined the final outcome. 
Some complex cases were used to establish standardised precedents for future 
rulings. This meant that the distribution of war-related compensation was, in 
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many respects, handled in a traditional manner, closely resembling the admin-
istration of standard work accident insurance schemes.33

In total, the Compensation Board processed 21,706 applications from 15,640 
individuals, excluding cases handled by the DIII. Fifty-five per cent of recipi-
ents were resistance fighters or communists. There is no complete account of 
how much individual recipients received in disability support from DIII, but a 
sample of case files indicates that a person assessed as fifty per cent disabled 
could receive one and a half weeks’ wages per month in disability benefits. If 
an applicant before the Compensation Board was awarded compensation for 
torture, property damage, and non-material losses, the average payout amounted 
to 4,453 kroner, equivalent to approximately 15,000 Euro in present-day value 
with inflation taken into account. 

Although this compensation provided recipients with some financial leeway, it 
was insufficient to allow receivers to withdraw from the labour market complete-
ly.34 Nor was that the intention of the compensation scheme. Severely disabled 
individuals and widows were to be supported by the state, while the expectation 
was that most applicants would be able to re-enter the labour market after recu-
peration, medical treatment, possible educational support, and compensation. 
The Minister for Special Affairs emphasised this point in 1947, stating that the 
assistance efforts were nearing completion.35 This proved true for a lot of clients, 
though many resistance fighters never fully recovered from the traumas they had 
suffered because of the war.

T h e  F r e e d o m  F u n d
After liberation, several private funds were established to assist victims of the 
occupation, the largest of which being the Freedom Fund (Frihedsfonden), found-
ed by prominent resistance leaders in June 1945. The board was dominated by 
older, socially established none-communist resistance veterans whose outlook 
differed from that of the younger fighters who sought broader social change 
within Denmark. It was intended to supplement the Compensation Act and the 
fund primarily supported resistance fighters and their relatives who received 
insufficient public assistance. Although formally independent, it maintained close 
ties to the state and was mentioned in the Compensation Act, which allowed it 
to receive surplus compensation funds in certain cases.36

The fund provided educational support, supplementary aid to surviving rela-
tives, grants or interest-free loans for business start-ups, retraining, or conva-
lescent care not covered by the public schemes. In practice, its activities soon 
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coalesced around three core areas: education, support for widows, and business 
start-ups, the latter of which often proving unsuccessful due to the severe health 
problems or lack of experience among loan recipients. Between 1945 and 1959, 
1,001 individuals received educational support, helping prevent social decline 
within resistance families and enabling occupational mobility for the individuals 
who were supported. Initially the fund changed from functioning as a general 
relief organisation into a more selective body focussing mainly on widows and 
children. While the fund played an important role in the post-war assistance 
system, it did not constitute a social policy innovation but rather, it represented 
aspects of the traditional philanthropic model structured around private charity.37

T H I R D  P H A S E :  T H E  P H A S E  O F  R E J E C T I O N  1 9 4 8 - 1 9 6 9
Just as the Compensation Board and the Freedom Fund believed that the social 
assistance effort was nearing its completion, many victims of the occupation 
began to experience the long-term effects of wartime trauma. Within the medical 
profession, prevailing attitudes increasingly supported the reality that chronically 
ill resistance fighters continued to require substantial support. Those who had 
experienced German imprisonment were particularly prone to serious health 
problems. The Compensation Act, however, did not account for such problems 
with long-lasting and debilitating health conditions. Several interest organisa-
tions advocating for former resistance fighters demanded political action, but it 
was not until 1969 that this issue was regarded in earnest and opportunities for 
applicants were improved. Because many victims were denied support during 
this period, it is referred to as the phase of rejection in this chapter.

K Z  S y n d r o m e
Shortly after liberation, Danish physicians Paul Thygesen and Jørgen Kieler who 
were both former resistance fighters and concentration camp prisoners, began 
studying the psychological and physiological effects of camp imprisonment. Un-
der the guidance of Per Helweg-Larsen, research conducted in 1947–48 showed 
that most former prisoners suffered serious physical and psychological after-ef-
fects, later defined as “concentration camp syndrome,” and this syndrome was 
considered as potentially permanent as early as 1947. The physicians therefore 
concluded that the existing assistance apparatus helping the victims of the occu-
pation was insufficient.38 The key question then becomes how the compensation 
system responded to this new medical knowledge.
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As early as 1947, the Danish press began reporting that many resistance fight-
ers suffered severe after-effects. In subsequent years, articles regularly appeared 
describing how former concentration camp prisoners continued to suffer from 
serious impairments. This intensified public debate over how these late effects 
could be addressed.39

The Compensation Board actually attempted to adjust compensation rates 
as it became clear that many were more severely affected than initially assumed. 
The Board therefore financed research into the specific health risks faced by 
concentration camp prisoners. The resulting medical examinations prompted 
procedural changes in the system aimed at improving assistance for former pris-
oners. This was not sufficient, however, as the DIII did not recognise psycholog-
ical illness when determining disability ratings because they did not recognise 
that KZ syndrome was a genuine illness.40

The Freedom Fund also took a critical stance towards applicants with mental 
illnesses, dismissing psychological trauma as a pretext for financial support and 
publicly claiming cases claiming this were fabricated. It opposed aiding trauma-
tised resistance fighters on the grounds of potential abuse of the system, reflecting 
a broader prejudice against the mentally ill implying that psychological illness 
was not a “real disease”. This point of view was reinforced by the belief that 
seeking support for mental illness undermined the legacy of the resistance and 
conflicted with the ideal of the mentally strong, heroic freedom fighter.41 These 
reservations on the part of both DIII and the Freedom Fund contributed to the 
absence of systematic and long-term rehabilitation efforts for many victims of 
the occupation.

Although the Freedom Fund began rejecting applicants with “KZ syndrome” 
in the late 1940s, other parts of the resistance milieu called for expanded social 
assistance. In the 1950s, the magazines Gestapo-Fangen (The Gestapo Prisoner) 
and Pigtråd (Barbed Wire), published by two competing associations of former 
imprisoned resistance fighters, voiced criticisms of the state. Pigtråd was issued 
by the left-leaning Comrades’ Relief Fund (Kammeraternes Hjælpefond), which 
provided loans and financial support to victims of German imprisonment, while 
Gestapo-Fangen was published by the Gestapo Prisoners’ Association, whose 
members spanned many political affiliations including conservatives, social 
democrats, and others from across the political spectrum.42 

Numerous clubs, associations, and funds supported victims of the occupation, 
but the Comrades’ Relief Fund and the Gestapo Prisoners’ Association led the 
push for change. They sought comprehensive revision of the Compensation Act 
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and criticised the Freedom Fund for the inadequate assistance that was provided. 
Disagreements over how support should be administered escalated into direct 
conflict between the Freedom Fund and the Comrades’ Relief Fund, resulting in 
incidents serious enough between the organisations to warrant police reports 
being written.43 Thus, the milieu surrounding the victims of the occupation was 
fragmented, and actors often disagreed about the best course of action.

F O U R T H  A N D  F I F T H  P H A S E :  A C C O M M O D A T I O N  A N D  D I S S O L U T I O N
The fourth phase can be described as one of accommodation, as victims of the 
occupation were treated more favourably by funds and public institutions after 
several difficult years. Although the Compensation Act was revised multiple 
times, early changes were largely technical, only concerning deadlines and 
benefit rates. Substantial reforms only came after sustained political pressure 
from resistance organisations, which coordinated their efforts by the 1960s and 
presented a united front in order to champion legislative revision. Prominent re-
sistance figures promoted this shift in attitude, and a workgroup was established 
to improve the quality of assistance to victims of the occupation. This coincided 
with contemporary and broader political currents that favoured more generous 
social support for war victims. By the late 1960s, resistance magazines such as 
Pigtråd and Gestapo-Fangen overtly demanded social improvements for surviv-
ing victims of the occupation. Although the Freedom Fund (having undergone 
organisational changes in the late 1960s) did not formally align itself with these 
public demands, it gradually revised its dismissive stance on the long-term psy-
chological consequences of camp confinement and began acknowledging the 
seriousness of KZ syndrome. Following this, the fund participated in negotiations 
with government ministries concerning the future organisation of its assistance 
efforts.44 

These developments led to significant addendums to the Compensation Act 
between 1968 and 1973. These revisions made it easier to apply for assistance, it 
allowed for the reassessment of disability ratings, and enabled previously rejected 
cases to be reopened, all the while benefit rates were increased. Applications were 
now assessed by members of the resistance milieu, and mental illness was recog-
nised as a legitimate condition when determining compensation. The burden of 
proof was now reversed, requiring the authorities to disprove claims rather than 
for claimants to prove the validity of their disabilities. Resistance fighters gained 
increased recognition, including access to pensions and welfare benefits, and the 
Compensation Board underwent reforms with the Freedom Fund acting as an 
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expert advisory body. Overall, the system became markedly more accommodat-
ing towards victims of the occupation.45

The legislative changes led to an unexpectedly large number of new appli-
cations. The Freedom Fund, for example, received so many enquiries that the 
Ministry of Social Affairs was forced to grant it extraordinary funding. After 1970, 
it became standard practice for the Freedom Fund to actively seek out former 
resistance fighters and encourage them to apply for assistance In several towns, 
former prominent local resistance figures were engaged to maintain contact with 
victims of the occupation and support their claims.46 Finally, the resistance fight-
ers were granted access to a compensation scheme that provided extraordinary 
financial assistance and the opportunity to withdraw from the labour market 
exactly as they had requested twenty-five years earlier.

In 1996, the Freedom Fund dissolved itself as the number of tasks and victims 
of the occupation declined. The following year, the Compensation Board held 
its final meeting. At that time, 5,979 individuals still received support under the 
Compensation Act. The number of recipients declined rapidly as the ageing 
resistance fighters passed away. Nevertheless, the Compensation Act remains 
in effect. In 2026, the scheme was administered by the Danish Labour Market 
Insurance (Arbejdsmarkedets Erhvervsforsikring), and they continue to process 
new cases, including claims from widows of resistance fighters and individuals 
who were children during the war. The once extensive compensation apparatus 
is thus in the dissolution phase, yet it still exists.47
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Social Aid and Gender in 
Post-War Denmark: Women 

and the Practices of the 
Compensation Law,  

1945–1948
Mathilde Skaarup Marker

T
he occupation from 1940-45 left a profound impact on large segments 
of the Danish population. Several thousand Danes had participated 
in the resistance movement, and consequently many were forced to 
go into hiding, flee to Sweden, or endure internment in German con-

centration camps. Ordinary citizens also experienced the occupation through 
economic hardship and personal loss resulting from the presence of the occu-
pying forces in the country. In the aftermath of the Second World War, the state 
was left with an immense socio-economic responsibility requiring Herculean 
effort to amend: the reconstruction of Danish society. As early as four days after 
liberation, it was announced that special offices would be established across 
Denmark. These offices operated under the newly established Ministry for Spe-
cial Affairs and were tasked with providing immediate aid to the many victims 
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of the occupation. The objective was to enable citizens to return to the labour 
market or resume their respective educations as swiftly as possible while also 
ensuring legal compensation for personal injury, pain and suffering, or damage 
to property. 

Although Denmark was not engaged in direct conventional warfare, approx-
imately 6,000 Danish citizens lost their lives as a result of participation in the 
resistance movement, from imprisonment in concentration camps, serving as 
soldiers, police officers, or seamen, or as victims of aerial bombardment.1 This 
meant that thousands of Danish women became widows or sole providers due to 
their husbands dying or being maimed to such an extent that they were unable to 
work. In addition, a considerable number of Danish women suffered debilitating 
financial losses or were forced to interrupt their employment or education as a 
consequence of the war.

The legal basis for social aid and compensation after the war was established 
in Act No. 475 of 1 October 1945 on Compensation to Victims of the Occupation. 
The legislation enabled numerous categories of victims, both men and women, 
to apply for compensation mitigating losses or injuries sustained during the war. 
At the same time, it excluded certain individuals from receiving aid including 
those who were deemed “pro-German” and “asocial.” The provisions of the Act 
were strongly influenced by the resistance movement’s position on the political 
scene in the post-war period, as well as by the prevailing conceptions of gender 
roles and breadwinner responsibilities of the 1940s.

Most applicants were men, but women also applied for compensation and 
social aid through the new provisions. This study examines how female appli-
cants were treated in compensation proceedings and whether they experienced 
discrimination because of their gender. It also explores whether the political 
negotiations underlying the Act on Compensation to Victims of the Occupation 
had an impact on the processing of these women’s cases. This study is based on 
143 cases involving women, processed between 1945 and 1948. Although women 
constituted a clear minority of approximately five per cent of the total number of 
individuals who applied for compensation after the Second World War, it remains 
important to shed light on how they were treated by the state at a point in time 
when the societal role of women was still largely defined as that of a homemaker 
rather than the primary breadwinner. Because of the 1940s traditional family 
roles, the female applicants have been divided into different categories based on 
their marital status in this study.2
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T H E  I N S T I T U T I O N A L  F R A M E W O R K  B E H I N D  S O C I A L  A I D  F O R  V I C T I M S  O F  T H E  O C C U P AT I O N
During the final months of the Second World War, the Danish Freedom Council 
had been working to establish a committee tasked primarily with devising how 
social aid should be administered and coordinated once the many imprisoned 
members of the resistance movement and other victims of the occupation had 
returned to everyday life after the war.3 When the liberation Government was 
formed, the Freedom Council proposed the creation of a special ministry to as-
sume responsibility for the extensive social tasks anticipated to reveal themselves 
in the aftermath of the war. 

The Prime Minister of the Liberation Government, Vilhelm Buhl, addressed 
this directly at the opening of Rigsdagen on 9 May 1945. In his speech to the 
nation, he declared: “In this time of reconstruction that now lies before us, major 
economic and social problems will demand resolution. Although our country has 
fortunately been spared the ravages of war, the occupation has left deep marks 
on every aspect of our social life.”4

The announcement was subsequently broadcast by radio, where it was stated 
in addition that the so-called Offices for Special Affairs (Kontorer for Særlige 
Anliggender) would be established throughout the whole country. These offices 
were intended to provide immediate assistance to the victims of the occupation. 
In addition to the required extensive social work, the Central Office for Special 
Affairs (Centralkontoret) was also responsible for compiling a report of missing 
and deceased resistance members, assisting in helping the returning Danish refu-
gees from Sweden, procuring clothing and household goods for affected families, 
and organising convalescent care for citizens suffering from nerve damage. 5

Case processing at the Offices was conducted in the following manner: an 
applicant, or a representative acting on the applicant’s behalf, would visit one of 
the offices. They were then asked to fill out a form where they were to provide 
relevant details such as the applicant’s name, age, marital status, family situa-
tion, housing conditions, annual income, nature of alleged injuries, affiliation 
with the resistance movement, and so forth. In many respects, the application 
form resembled the same forms used at the social welfare offices at the time. 
However, the key difference was that assistance at the Offices for Special Affairs 
was not universally accessible but rather it was extraordinary and discretion-
ary. This also meant that applicants could be rejected outright if they were not 
deemed “worthy” of receiving aid. Such judgments often affected individuals with 
questionable national loyalties. This practice also indicates that case processing 
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during the first months following the end of the war was carried out in a rather 
improvised manner.6 

Decisions regarding disbursements made by the Offices for Special Affairs 
during the period from 1 June 1945 to February 1946 were only temporary. Deter-
minations pertaining to the payment of longer-term social aid would be finalised 
once legislation governing this area was drafted, adopted and enacted. 

T H E  F E M A L E  A P P L I C A N T S  I N  1 9 4 5
As the section above explains, the first victims of the occupation had to apply for 
social aid through the Offices for Special Affairs in the quick order following the 
end of the war. In the study presented in this chapter a total of 1,308 compensa-
tion cases have been reviewed all of which originated from the Offices for Special 
Affairs. In fifty-five of these cases, the applicant was a woman. The female appli-
cants comprised thirty war widows, fourteen single female breadwinners, and 
eleven married women. The processing of their cases was generally conducted 
in an objective manner, and the female applicants’ personal circumstances and 
financial information were presented and assessed in accordance with the stat-
utory provisions governing eligibility for compensation, in the same manner as 
applications submitted by men. However, gendered arguments in support of the 
granting of social aid are notably present in certain cases. This initial phase may 
also be described as the “ad hoc phase,” as was the case in the previous chapter 
and the evidence provided here illuminates the tendency of the time to award 
women larger compensation sums than they would, for example, have received 
through a municipal social welfare office.7

T h e  w a r  w i d o w s 
The war widows constituted the largest group of female applicants, and this is 
most likely causally linked to the circumstance they found themselves in, having 
suddenly lost their family breadwinner which put them in acute need of social 
aid. A considerable proportion of the war widows were also relatively young at 
the time of submitting their application, and many had children, whom they 
were required to provide for. The widows’ need for social aid was thus marked 
by sudden financial hardship because of the death of their husbands. Most wid-
ows applied for death compensation; however, such compensation could only 
be disbursed once the Compensation Act was fully enacted. Consequently, they 
typically received temporary weekly or monthly maintenance payments through 
the Offices. These payments were intended to cover rent, fuel, food, and clothing. 
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As in the parliamentary debate regarding the Compensation Act (see below), 
particular consideration was also shown towards war widows in the adminis-
trative processing of claims. This is evident in several case files, for example, in 
the case of the widow Tinne Svendsen. Her husband was shot and killed during 
a confrontation with German soldiers on the day of liberation in Denmark. The 
report makes it clear that the caseworkers felt a responsibility to provide for 
the surviving dependants. It is stated explicitly in the report that the: “… appli-
cation is hereby made for us to assume responsibility for the maintenance of 
the above-mentioned Svendsen’s surviving dependants.”8 A similar consensus 
appears in the case of a 21-year-old widow whose husband died at the hospital 
after having been subjected to severe mistreatment while being interrogated by 
the Gestapo. The widow had found employment as a telephone operator, earning 
250 kroner per month (6,400 kroner or € 860 in 2026 values).9

The case officers considered it inappropriate that she should hold what they 
described as “a scarcely enviable position,” while at the same time caring for her 
young child at home. The case report includes the following comments: “Consid-
ering that her husband gave his life for the liberation of our country and suffered 
greatly (…), and that the widow has naturally been subjected to severe nervous 
strain, it is found reasonable that a better and more secure financial arrange-
ment for her and her child be established as soon as possible.”10 The administra-
tive records also directly suggest that some of these widows were not regarded 
as capable of supporting themselves in their husbands’ absence. 

In other cases, the reports emphasise the destitute conditions under which 
widows were forced to live without their breadwinner. A widow from Tønder 
applied for aid after losing her husband, who had been a German citizen 
conscripted into German military service in 1943 and had fallen at the front a 
few months later. The widow was solely responsible for supporting three chil-
dren. The report states that she had: “… sustained life through casual labour, 
in the autumn by potato lifting and similar work…”11 and that her elderly foster 
parents had been obliged to support her and the children for an extended period. 
Although neither the widow nor her deceased husband were Danish citizens, 
she was nevertheless granted compensation, as the caseworkers assessed that 
she would be unable to provide for her family on her own. This example also 
indicates that the administrative practices within the Offices for Special Affairs 
was comparatively lenient, since non-Danish citizens would scarcely have been 
approved by the Compensation Council, where the guidelines were more strictly 
defined. It is also noteworthy that, rather than encouraging war widows to enter 
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the labour market, the prevailing view was that it was preferable for them to 
subsist on social aid. This attitude on the part of the state was likely related to the 
relatively small number of Danish men who died during the Second World War, 
meaning that the male casualty rate did not constitute a significant shortage of 
labour in Denmark. Consequently, demand for female labour in the Danish post-
war period was simply not there, which is the opposite of the trends that were 
observed in countries such as the United States, Germany, the United Kingdom, 
or France.12 As a result and to a considerable extent, many Danish war widows 
maintained their traditional roles as homemakers, while being supported finan-
cially by the state.

T h e  S i n g l e  F e m a l e  B r e a d w i n n e r s 
Fourteen of the female applicants consisted of unwed, divorced, and other sole 
providers. The most frequent grounds for compensation were claims for non-pe-
cuniary injury and monthly or weekly maintenance payments. The need for so-
cial aid expressed by these women typically arose as a result of reduced earning 
capacity, unemployment, or illness. Women in this category were self-supporting 
and thus dependent upon being in good health to generate an income. Several of 
the reports indicate that the authorities demonstrated considerable understand-
ing and empathy for this group of women.

One such example concerns a 51-year-old single woman who applied for 
compensation for personal injury after losing her right eye in connection with 
a street bombing. The injuries she sustained were grave enough for medical 
personnel to declare her disabled. She had already received 5,000 kroner (129,750 
kroner or €17,360).13 from her accident insurance but she subsequently encoun-
tered financial difficulties due to her reduced capacity for work. The woman 
was a trained dental technician but had been compelled to close her practice 
because of her impaired vision. The report notes that the Offices had inquired 
“whether some form of maintenance might be granted, as her earning capacity 
has been reduced by 100 per cent.”14 This request illustrates a clear willingness 
on the part of the authorities to help. A similar readiness to intervene is evident 
in a case concerning a 20-year-old unmarried woman who sought compensation 
for personal injury. She had been struck in the face by a bullet during a shoot-
out in the town of Vejle and was no longer able to continue her employment as 
a trainee in a sandwich shop. She was promptly awarded maintenance of 250 
kroner (6,400 kroner or € 860)15 per month, accompanied by the remark that: 
“… the applicant is entirely unfit for work and should receive assistance as soon 
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as possible.”16 These statements indicate that the state authorities recognised 
that single women were expected to support themselves through employment 
and that the loss of earning capacity therefore warranted immediate financial 
support.

T h e  M a r r i e d  W o m e n
Eleven married women applied for aid from the Offices for Special Affairs. The 
low number of applicants is likely attributable to the fact that married women 
still had a living breadwinner and therefore did not face acute need for help. Their 
needs also differed from those of the other female applicants insofar as they 
primarily applied for compensation for personal injury and property damage. 
Two cases concerned women who had been shot in the leg and struck by shrap-
nel respectively on 4 May 1945 during disturbances involving German soldiers 
in Kalundborg.17 Another female applicant sought compensation for personal 
injury after her son had been seriously wounded during an air raid.18 These 
cases concerned innocent victims of the occupation period, and there were no 
gender-related considerations in their files.

When the Offices for Special Affairs were finally dissolved in May 1946, they 
had disbursed social assistance amounting to approximately 8,8 million kroner19 
(229 million kroner or €30,5 million).20 

L a w  N o .  4 7 5  o f  1  O c t o b e r  1 9 4 5 ,  o n  C o m p e n s a t i o n  f o r  V i c t i m s  o f  t h e  O c c u p a t i o n
The Minister for Special Affairs, Mogens Fog, introduced the bill on compensation 
for victims of the occupation period in the Danish Parliament (Folketinget) on 
19 September 1945. For the first time, the extent of the social aid was concretely 
defined and specified within a fixed legal framework. The content of the bill out-
lined the rules and procedures that were to be followed when citizens submitted 
their claims for compensation. The Act comprised five sections, which further 
specified who was eligible to apply for compensation and which application forms 
claimants were required to complete. 

The five sections addressed the following categories of compensation:

Section 1: Compensation in Connection with Disability and Death.
Section 2: Honorary Payments.
Section 3: Compensation for Suffering and Injury in Connection with 
Deprivation of Liberty, etc.
Section 4: Compensation for Damage to Property.
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Section 5: Assistance for the Commencement or Continuation of 
Business or Education, as well as for the Restoration of Particular 
Losses.21

These sections were specifically designed to address the wide range of needs that 
had arisen in the aftermath of the occupation. The Danish Compensation Act 
ultimately became one of the most comprehensive schemes of its kind in Europe. 
Danish historian Sofie Lene Bak argues that this was because the Danish state 
felt a strong sense of responsibility towards its population, whom it had been 
unable to protect from German mistreatment and abuse during the occupation.22

W O M E N ’ S  P O S I T I O N  I N  T H E  C O M P E N S A T I O N  A C T 
There were several ways that women could obtain social aid under the newly 
adopted Act. Certain provisions were even specifically directed towards women. 
This is evident in Section 1, which concerns compensation in connection with 
disability and death. Section 1, subsection B, stipulated that those entitled to 
death benefits include:

“Survivors of Danish citizens who have lost their lives (…). ‘Survivors’ shall 
be understood as widows (widowers) and children; if none such exist, other 
close relatives whom the deceased supported or to whose maintenance he had 
provided, or under normal circumstances would have provided, substantial and 
more permanent contributions.”23

This provision thus entitled widows, mothers, and other family members of 
individuals who lost their lives during the war to apply for compensation. The 
final lines of subsection B further opened the possibility for other persons who 
had been previously supported by the deceased to seek compensation. This 
included girlfriends, fiancées, former wives, or children born out of wedlock. 
Women who applied for compensation under Section 1 were often not directly 
involved in the resistance movement during the war. Rather, they were women 
whose lives and daily circumstances had been profoundly affected by the loss 
of a breadwinner, at a time when women had not yet fully become an integrated 
part of the labour market. 

Another way that women could receive aid was through the granting of honor-
ary payments. These were granted either as an annual payment or as a lump 
sum. In 1945, the fixed amount for the annual, lifelong honorary gift was 800 
kroner (20,760 kroner or € 2,800)24 per year, with an additional supplement of 
200 kroner (5,200 kroner or € 700)25 per child under the age of eighteen.26 The 
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scheme of honorary payments illustrates how women who had not themselves 
participated in the resistance movement were nevertheless awarded recogni-
tion and financial support on the basis of their husbands’ contributions. These 
provisions of the Compensation Act also reflect the then-current and prevailing 
societal perceptions of gender roles, in which women were more readily regarded 
as dependants rather than being seen as active participants in the resistance 
struggle.

The wording of the Act also conveys the extent of the influence that was exer-
cised by former resistance members on the Danish political scene after liberation. 
This influence is particularly evident in the pronounced pathos arguments and 
language-use directed towards the widows and relatives of deceased resistance 
fighters. A clear consensus emerged that war widows were entitled to financial 
aid because their husbands had died while carrying out an honourable duty. This 
perception of war widows may also help explain why other categories of female 
victims of the occupation were not met with the same degree of understanding 
and compassion by the state in the processing of their compensation claims. 

T H E  P O L I T I C A L  D I S C O U R S E S  A B O U T  W O M E N  A N D  T H E I R  I M P A C T  O N  R E L E V A N T 
C O M P E N S A T I O N  C A S E S 
Within the social constructivist approach, the linguistic dimension is accorded 
particular significance in relation to the political decision-making processes. 
Discursive power may prove decisive in determining which political issues are 
highlighted as important and which are excluded from the public or political 
debate altogether.27 The significance of discursive power was clearly manifested 
in the parliamentary debate on the Compensation Act. The bill underwent its first 
reading in the Danish Parliament on 25 September 1945. Eleven spokespersons 
from various political parties were present. None of them were women. This 
is odd given that female politicians usually employed a relatively substantial 
amount of speaking time in debates concerning social policies during the 1940s. 
However, the relative absence of women from the political and public sphere was 
striking in the immediate post-war years.28

In the first reading of the bill, two overarching themes can be identified in the 
debate among the political spokespersons: the state’s sense of guilt and “debt of 
honour” towards members of the resistance movement, and the state’s sense of 
responsibility towards the resistance fighters’ surviving relatives, with special 
focus on those who had lost a breadwinner during the war. These themes relate 
to masculine and feminine roles respectively, whereby the stereotypical mascu-
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line role as breadwinner along with protector, and the stereotypical feminine 
role as housewife, were maintained and reproduced in the political debate. The 
discourses concerning women were, overall, tied to the loss of a breadwinner. 
In particular, war widows were referred to as victims in connection with their 
husbands’ deaths or disabilities. These discourses contributed to elevating the 
resistance struggle to such an extent that both resistance fighters and their 
widows were granted special status in the post-war discussions regarding social 
aid.29 Consequently, resistance fighters were foregrounded at the expense of other 
categories of victims of the occupation.

These discourses confined women to a traditional role as housewives without 
employment and framed them as a “problem” for the state insofar as they were no 
longer able to provide for themselves without a husband. In the debate, women 
were thus discussed exclusively in relation to their husbands. The core concern 
of the political negotiations was the male compatriots who deserved honour and 
compensation for their wartime efforts. Honour associated with participation 
in the resistance struggle therefore assumed greater prominence than gender in 
the political debate. As a result, women were effectively treated as a homoge-
neous group, whereas the various categories of male compensation recipients 
were differentiated in greater detail, reflecting an awareness of the many types 
of male victims. Female resistance fighters were entirely absent from the debate. 
Women active in gender politics were likewise not given a platform or voice in 
the parliamentary deliberations surrounding the bill, which was directly caused 
by women lacking political representatives capable of articulating and nuancing 
women’s experiences during the occupation.

S O C I A L  A I D  A F T E R  1 9 4 5 :  T H E  C O M P E N S A T I O N  C O U N C I L  A N D  T H E  D I R E C T O R A T E  F O R 
A C C I D E N T  I N S U R A N C E 
With the enactment of the Compensation Act, the Compensation Council (Er-
statningsrådet) was established as the new supreme administrative authority 
responsible for the compensation scheme. The Compensation Council adminis-
tered claims for non-pecuniary damages and property damage, which involved 
the payment of lump-sum compensations, whereas the Directorate of Accident 
Insurance (Direktoratet for Ulykkesforsikring) was responsible for compensations 
awarded meant to cover extended periods.30 Both authorities were state institu-
tions operating under the Ministry of Social Affairs. Within the Compensation 
Council, the application procedure and case processing practices were organised 
in such a way that cases were reviewed on a weekly basis.31 Typically, up to thirty 
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cases were placed on the agenda for each meeting. At the council meetings, the 
claims were presented and assessed based on the information provided in the 
application forms, in light of previous decisions, the applicant’s financial circum-
stances, and supporting witness statements.32 

F e m a l e  a p p l i c a n t s  t h r o u g h  T h e  C o m p e n s a t i o n  C o u n c i l  1 9 4 6 – 1 9 4 8
A total of 1,471 cases from the archives of The Compensation Council were re-
viewed in connection with this study, of which eighty-eight involved a female 
applicant. Among the female applicants, forty-four were war widows, thirty-six 
were single female breadwinners, and eight were married women.

T h e  W a r  W i d o w s
The war widows constituted the largest group of female applicants. Their need 
for social aid appears to have been broadly comparable to that observed in the 
Offices for Special Affairs. The war widows most frequently applied through 
Form 1A (death compensation) and Form 5C (substantial financial loss). An 
emerging tendency in the cases processed by the Compensation Council was 
that a number of applications submitted by women were recommended for re-
jection. Conversely, women who were granted financial compensation were often 
awarded sums under several different claim forms. This practice is illustrated, 
for example, by the case of a 24-year-old widow with a young child, who was 
awarded death compensation, an honorary payment, educational assistance, 
and a monthly maintenance allowance. The Compensation Council held that it 
was incumbent upon them to assume responsibility for alleviating the widow’s 
“economic and existential difficulties.”33

T h e  S i n g l e  F e m a l e  B r e a d w i n n e r s
The thirty-six female breadwinners were widely distributed in terms of age, 
ranging from eighteen to sixty-five years and beyond. Given the composition of 
this applicant group, there was also considerable variation in the reasoning for 
their claims. Most frequently, the women applied through Form 5C, likely because 
this category was less specific than the others and open for interpretation. Several 
Jewish women, for example, applied for grants to cover debts accumulated during 
their exile as refugees in Sweden. Others used Form 5C to claim compensation for 
stolen valuables or reimbursement for loans they had been compelled to extend 
during the occupation.
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One divorced woman with four children needed aid to re-establish her 
personal financial situation. In 1944, she had been wanted by the Gestapo for 
assisting Jews in escaping to Sweden. She subsequently fled to Sweden herself in 
order to avoid arrest. Upon returning to Denmark, she discovered that her home 
had been burglarised. The conclusion of her case stated that “the applicant must 
presumably, insofar as her children are concerned, be obliged to re-establish the 
capital.”34

In this instance, the woman was regarded as the primary family provider, 
and this assessment was used as grounds for granting her aid. A similar willing-
ness to recognise and support women in the provider role is evident in another 
case concerning a 51-year-old woman. She applied for a grant of 10,000 kroner 
(259,500 kroner or € 34,700)35 to cover her loss of earnings and the purchase of 
a new car. She worked as a doctor and had played an active role in the resistance 
movement. Since liberation, she had suffered from illness and reported severe 
financial hardship, including being unable to afford new clothing for her children. 
Several members of the Compensation Council maintained that the requested 
amount should be granted: “… in order to provide the applicant with both the 
moral and financial support that would help stabilise her future.”36

While some women in this category were self-supporting, others were finan-
cially dependent on fathers, sons, former husbands, or cohabitants. Such male 
familial relationships were consistently factored into the assessment of claims. In 
several cases, the financial circumstances of fathers or sons were documented, 
and decisions were made based on the male relative’s economic situation rather 
than that of the woman herself. One such case concerned a single mother whose 
son had been killed in a street riot. 

The deceased son had supported both his mother and siblings. The report 
noted that: “… the household had to a considerable extent been maintained by 
the deceased, who was ‘like a father to the home.’”37 In another case, a single 
woman applied for 5,908 kroner (153,300 kroner or €20,500)38 to cover expenses 
incurred during her flight to Sweden as a Jewish refugee. Because she was near 
retirement age, she was supported by her sons. In processing her claim, the 
Council dismissed her own account and instead referred to the case file of one 
of her sons, noting that: “… the applicant has had difficulty accounting for her 
circumstances.”39

This apparent mistrust of female applicants’ financial competence is discern-
ible in several cases. For example, a 35-year-old unmarried woman applied for 
aid to repay loans. The Council considered that her finances might be intermin-
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gled with those of her father and conducted a thorough investigation to ensure 
that she was financially independent. The case concluded that: “… the applicant is 
entirely without means and does not share finances with her father.”40 In another 
case involving an unmarried woman, her father’s financial records and tax certif-
icate were submitted to determine whether she should be awarded the 3,000 
kroner (78,000 kroner or €10,450)41 she applied for. The sum represented money 
that was confiscated at the time of her arrest in April 1945 for illegal transport by 
sea to Sweden. On the basis of her father’s financial prosperity, the application 
was rejected on the grounds that the loss did not constitute a substantial finan-
cial hardship. This practice indicates that, even when female applicants were 
educated, employed, and self-supporting, the financial circumstances of male 
relatives could, in certain instances, prove decisive for the outcome of their cases. 

T h e  M a r r i e d  W o m e n
The smallest category was married women. These applications almost exclu-
sively concerned compensation intended to cover various loans incurred during 
their husbands’ absence. In one case, a married woman applied for 2,000 kroner 
(52,000 kroner or € 7,000)42 to repay loans she had contracted while her husband 
had resided in Sweden to avoid arrest. During his absence, she had received 
a monthly allowance of 450–500 kroner (11,500 –13,000 kroner or around € 
1,600)43 from the municipal social office; however, as noted in the case file, these 
funds proved insufficient. The report commented: “In the opinion of the appointed 
authority, the wife fell into panic following her husband’s flight, and the money 
slipped through her fingers.” 44 Although the woman was granted compensation, 
she ultimately received only 500 kroner. The justification stated: “The incurred 
debt is undoubtedly highly substantial, but as it is solely the wife’s panic and 
lack of financial understanding that caused the indebtedness, we presumably 
cannot provide full coverage.”45 The Compensation Council assessed the wom-
an’s financial difficulties as self-inflicted and determined that she did not face 
an urgent need for full debt relief, given that a male breadwinner had returned 
to the household and could once again assume responsibility for managing the 
family’s finances.

G e n d e r  B i a s  a n d  r e j e c t e d  F e m a l e  A p p l i c a n t s
Out of 143 cases involving female applicants, no fewer than forty-five were 
recommended for rejection. The most frequent ground for refusal was “§65” 
(pro-German sympathies). In these cases, many women were stigmatised based 
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on allegations that they had associated with German soldiers during the war. 
Such stigmatisation, often accompanied by insinuations of moral impropriety, is 
not observed in the same manner in cases involving male applicants. Historian 
Anette Warring has pointed out that women’s sexuality shifted from being a 
private matter to becoming a public and political issue, as many (former) mem-
bers of the resistance movement perceived relationships with Germans as an 
affront to national honour and allegiance. Consequently, this form of gendered 
discrimination was experienced exclusively by women. 

A comparison of male and female cases also reveals more subtle examples 
of gender bias. One such example can be found in two cases concerning a man 
and a woman, both of whom suffered from psychological difficulties in the post-
war period. 

The male applicant sought financial support from the Compensation Council 
to establish an independent business. The Council was informed that he had prior 
convictions for filing a false report of burglary and that he had set fire to the resi-
dence in which his family lived as tenants, destroying a considerable amount of 
household property and clothing. The assessment by the Council stated: “Prone 
to entering states of mental tension. His act of arson must presumably be under-
stood as a tension-release reaction.”46 A female applicant likewise applied for a 
grant to start her own business. During the occupation, she had been affiliated 
with the resistance movement and had lived underground for an extended period 
of time. As a result, she suffered from what was described as “poor nerves” and 
had been unable to work in any significant capacity. She experienced fainting 
spells and dizziness. The medical evaluation of the woman stated: “She was found 
to be self-important, theatrical, highly reactive, not depressive.”47 

This constitutes a clear example of how some women’s behaviour was pathol-
ogized and morally framed in ways that differed markedly from the interpretation 
of similar or more severe conduct in male applicants. The actions conducted by 
the male were interpreted through a clinical lens, his violence explained as the 
product of psychological strain, while the symptoms of the woman were reframed 
as indications of her temperament and personality. In this way, diagnosis func-
tioned not simply as a medical judgment, but as a gendered framework, one that 
contextualised men’s behaviour while implicitly passing judgment on women’s.48

C O N C L U D I N G  R E M A R K S 
Female applicants were, to some extent, assessed based on their gender. The 
presence of gendered reasoning across all categories of female applicants sup-
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ports the argument that gender played a relatively significant role in determining 
access to social aid. Gendered forms of discrimination were observable among 
the various categories of applicants, depending on personal background and the 
role they had played during the occupation. In addition to gender, the context 
of the Second World War and the occupation itself had a decisive influence on 
case processing practices. The honour accorded to resistance fighters during the 
political negotiations surrounding the Compensation Act, as well as the resistance 
movement’s influence on the post-war political landscape, added further layers 
of complexity to both the public debate and administrative practice. 

It is difficult to determine conclusively whether women were subjected to 
differential treatment as a direct consequence of the then-current political 
conceptions of gender and breadwinner roles, or whether such practices reflected 
the then deeply rooted societal understandings of gender in 1940s Denmark. 
In the political debates, it was largely assumed that the primary beneficiaries 
of compensation would be men. Simultaneously, the term “breadwinner” was 
implicitly understood to refer to a man. Within this framework, one dominant 
discourse framed women as needing social aid because they had lost a provider. 
However, these attitudes towards gender and breadwinner roles were likely prod-
ucts of the contemporary social context in which politicians found themselves 
in the 1940s.
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C H A P T E R  1 1

Defining Veteran Status 
in Post-war Norway and 

Denmark 1945–1969
Anika Seemann, Søren Werther Kjær Rasmussen, 

Jacob Vrist Nielsen, Christina Holzmann1 

T
he Norwegian Armed Forces (Forsvaret) changed the official definition 
of the term ‘veteran’ as recently as in 2024. It went from only applying 
to individuals who had served in international operations, to including 
individuals who had served domestically.2 Such changes reflect the 

difficulties of defining a group of individuals who hold a unique status in socie-
ties due to the military service they provided to the country. This special status 
involves both social recognitions, but also legal entitlements such as pensions and 
compensation payments. Moreover, the idea of being a “veteran” can be central 
to the formation of group identity. While this status carries a different value in 
each country, and is even met with public ambivalence in certain cases, war vet-
erans are typically celebrated in memorials and anniversaries. Dedicated social 
welfare systems are often put in place to recognise their service and compensate 
them and their families for any long-term health implications and death that they 
suffer. At an underlying level, who gets to count as a veteran, and the status they 
hold in society, reflects how a country tries to position itself in the world, and how 
a nation relates to its own past. The term is constantly renegotiated based on a 
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complex interaction between the individual groups claiming the status, and the 
willingness of wider society to potentially accept such demands.

It is therefore no surprise that the concept of the “veteran” has been subjected 
to a considerable amount of debate. In different national contexts, it has been 
contested and redefined over time, as expanding welfare states and rising expec-
tations of compensation led various groups to seek further recognition and 
support. These debates varied across countries, and they were shaped by wartime 
experiences and post-war memory strategies.

The situation in countries that were occupied during the Second World War 
reveals considerable complexity, when it comes to groups such as the pre-war 
military, resistance fighters, and even collaborators identifying as “veterans” 
and competing for recognition. Precisely because neither Denmark nor Norway 
developed a formal veteran category after 1945, it is indeed analytically produc-
tive to explore how veteran status was conceptualised and constructed indirectly 
through law, welfare provisions, and public narratives of recognition. This chap-
ter adopts a broad definition of the term “veteran”, including individuals who 
were engaged in military service or action during the war. This makes it possi-
ble to examine how different groups sought social and legal recognition for their 
wartime roles, and how they presented themselves as having fought for the “right” 
cause, even when such claims were not widely accepted. This chapter explores 
the concept of the veteran in Norway and Denmark from 1945 to 1969, focusing 
on the dimensions surrounding the label as described above.

In post-war Norway and Denmark, veteran status was neither fixed nor 
self-evident but contested. Multiple groups such as army officers, resistance fight-
ers, and even former wartime collaborators sought recognition for their wartime 
roles. In Denmark, such group efforts were particularly pronounced, while the 
interpretations in Norway more quickly coalesced on the dichotomy between 
“good” and “bad” Norwegians. Nevertheless, key groups, including women and 
communists, remained marginalised and had to push actively for recognition. 
At the same time, collaborators in both countries promoted alternative narra-
tives reframing their actions and, in some cases, even sought to claim a form of 
veteran identity.

These struggles over recognition were closely tied to the legal frameworks 
that arose in the aftermath of the war for compensation, pensions, and support. 
Veteran status was thus not only a symbolic label but directly linked to material 
entitlements, making legal categories defining wartime service more valuable 
and substantive. Compensation schemes could reflect social hierarchies of sacri-
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fice as well as political efforts to reward or regulate groups. In this sense, post-
war veteran policy reveals how welfare states responded to war while encoding 
distinctions between service, suffering, and legitimacy.

A further key dimension of this issue was gender. In both Norway and 
Denmark, the concept of the veteran remained tied to masculine ideals of service, 
honour, and duty, often ignoring the invaluable contribution of women. Post-
war legal frameworks likewise reflected traditional gender roles, including in 
how provisions for survivors and dependents were determined. Examining the 
recognition of veterans or the lack thereof in this way sheds light not only on 
memory and welfare, but also on the gendered boundaries of citizenship, sacri-
fice, and belonging.

Through a threefold analysis, the chapter highlights different definitions of the 
veteran term, the groups competing for recognition, and its gendered dimensions. 
The chapter traces changes in the debates and legal frameworks surrounding 
this issue between 1945 and 1969, exploring the shifting ideas of veteran status, 
power dynamics, memory politics, and the development of veteran benefits in 
the emerging Danish and Norwegian welfare states. This endeavour is significant 
for three reasons: 1) it shows that the veteran concept was fluid and renegotiated 
in relation to memory practices; 2) it uncovers the legal and practical challenges 
of establishing and adapting the enacted compensation schemes, including in 
relation to changing understandings of long-term and psychological war injuries; 
3) it demonstrates the strongly gendered nature of the concept and its impact on 
the differentiating recognition of men’s and women’s wartime roles.

Utilising Norway and Denmark as case studies, allows for a particularly fruit-
ful comparison when it comes to investigating debates about who did and did not 
deserve the status of ‘veteran’, including compensation for the suffering caused by 
wartime service. The two countries share many cultural similarities and enacted 
many similar policies in the post-war era regarding matters such as welfare and 
the historical framing of the legacy of occupation. There were a range of simi-
larities in terms of the experience of occupation too, with both countries having 
had both national fascist parties and active resistance movements. At the same 
time, there were significant differences, both in terms of the nature of the German 
occupation in each country, and in terms of the groups competing for influence 
and recognition in the post-war era. Denmark had pursued a policy of coopera-
tion until 1943, leaving formal state structures intact and placing political elites 
in a more ambivalent position compared to Norway, where the government and 
king went into exile in 1940. Nevertheless, in both countries, questions of status 
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and compensation for wartime actions and suffering were contested after the 
war. An analysis of the veteran concept can in this way highlight differences in 
politicised narratives, while also showing how various wartime groups sought 
recognition and benefits. 

For that reason, the chapter also investigates the groups who fought on the 
“wrong” side. This is not to equate their status with that of recognised wartime 
patriots, but to show that the boundaries of veteran status were produced through 
mechanisms of exclusion as much as inclusion. Former collaborators and SS 
volunteers were denied compensation, honour, and public legitimacy outright, 
yet some of them still articulated what they saw as legitimate claims based on 
service, sacrifice, comradeship, and anti-communism. Their post-war rhetoric 
demonstrates that the veteran identity could be claimed by groups and individ-
uals who were firmly rejected by the state and wider society.

The history of veterans has attracted increasing attention in recent years, 
including studies of their role in the rise of fascism and their wartime and post-
war experiences. Less attention, however, has been given to systematic analy-
sis of the veteran concept itself and how it was contested and redefined in the 
post-war era.3 While some recent studies have examined the use of the veteran 
term for other countries, such an analysis is missing altogether for Norway and 
Denmark.4 At the same time, the link between warfare and welfare has in recent 
years offered new research insights into veteran benefit schemes, and combined 
research branches which have previously been seen as somewhat separate.5 This 
chapter contributes to this body of literature by enhancing both our understand-
ing of the veteran concept in the post-war era, and by analysing the link between 
the Second World War and the expanding welfare state in Norway and Denmark. 

C O N F L I C T  A N D  D E B A T E  O V E R  T H E  S O C I A L  R E C O G N I T I O N  O F  V E T E R A N S
In both Denmark and Norway, the term “veteran” played a surprisingly limited 
role in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. Neither country 
developed a clear legal definition of veteran status, and the term itself was not 
central to the language through which wartime experiences were understood. 
Recognition of wartime service was instead articulated through other catego-
ries rooted in specific wartime roles and experiences. These categories were not 
merely descriptive entities. They provided frameworks through which individ-
uals and groups presented themselves as legitimate participants in the national 
struggle and articulated claims to recognition, influence, and social support in the 
post-war order. Thus, even though none of these groups explicitly embraced the 
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label “veteran”, they nevertheless pursued recognition and status to compensate 
for their sacrifice and wartime service in ways typically associated with veteran 
communities.6 Following historians Crotty, Diamant, and Edele, these groups 
can be understood as constituting “entitlement groups,” much like regular army 
veterans of the two world wars. They were collective entities bound together by a 
shared conviction of deservingness, grounded in sacrifice and in claims to a form 
of martial citizenship. Whether such groups succeeded in converting this sense 
of entitlement into recognised social and political status, however, depended on 
political opportunity structures, organisational strength, and the readiness of the 
state to institutionalise their claims.7 The following sections examine how these 
dynamics unfolded in Denmark and Norway.

T H E  V E T E R A N  C O N C E P T  I N  P O S T - W A R  D E N M A R K
In the immediate post-war years, Denmark had no legal or administrative status 
directly benefiting veterans. As documented in previous studies, recognition was 
organised through schemes for the victims of the occupation, with documented 
loss and injury as the key criteria.8 This is evident in the 1945 Act on Compensa-
tion for Victims of the Occupation.9 The compensation legislation did not estab-
lish a clearly defined veteran status but instead rested on invalidity and death 
resulting from acts of war, imprisonment, deportation, or other abuses suffered 
by individuals during the occupation. Military service in itself did not constitute 
a criterion for recognition. Deaths and injuries suffered by military personnel 
during the German invasion on 9 April 1940 and during the brief armed clashes 
connected to the dissolution of the Danish armed forces in late August 1943 were 
dealt with under separate legislation .10 In the Act on the Payment of Honorary 
Grants to the Next of Kin of Those Killed and to Those Wounded on 9 April 1940, 
the term veteran was not used at all.11 

This absence of a veteran category carrying legal weight was not confined to 
the post-Second World War period. As historian Anton Marckmann has shown, 
Danish soldiers from Southern Jutland who served in the German army during 
the First World War were likewise not recognised as veterans in any legal or 
administrative sense, even when they returned as invalids having sustained 
combat injuries.12 Military personnel without physical combat injuries, includ-
ing large parts of the Danish officer corps, similarly fell outside the scope of the 
compensation legislation that was enacted after the Second World War. 

The concept of the veteran was nevertheless familiar in a Danish context. 
From the nineteenth century, “veteran” had been used about soldiers with a 
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long service record and about participants in earlier national wars, in particular 
those of 1848–1850 and 1864.13 In early twentieth-century administrative refer-
ence works, the term appears in biographical entries together with the rank and 
occupation of a given soldier.14 Meyer’s Danish dictionary of foreign words (1924) 
similarly defined the veteran as an elderly or experienced soldier or official, with 
no reference to legal status, entitlements, or state recognition.15 

A survey of the illegal press that flourished during the Second World War 
suggests that the term “veteran” was not a central rhetorical term used in the 
resistance discourse. In two of the most well-produced, underground newspa-
pers, Frit Danmark and De frie Danske, the term does not appear once. In the 
illegalised news agency Information, the term occurs only sporadically, in refer-
ence to foreign soldiers or the First World War, rather than as a designation for 
Danish wartime actors.16 Even in post-war resistance-associated periodicals, 
references to veterans remained rare and unsystematic throughout the late 1940s. 
For instance, in Pigtraad, the term “veteran” appears only twice before 1950. In 
February 1949, the association behind the journal discussed whether it should 
dissolve or continue specifically as a veterans’ association.17 The discussion 
suggests that the meaning and usefulness of the term had not yet settled. Later 
that year, the term was used to describe a literary figure that had been shaped by 
wartime experience.18 The Danish resistance members instead referred to them-
selves as freedom fighters. This term was widely used in the illegal newspapers 
during the occupation and embedded within was the implicit claim that these 
were individuals who had fought for freedom. The totality of the loosely orga
nised groups operating under the leadership of the self-appointed Freedom Coun-
cil were correspondingly described as the “freedom movement.” At the same time, 
the terms resistance fighter and resistance movement were also in circulation and 
they were used interchangeably. In the clandestine press, the resistance fighters 
also referred to themselves as patriots. In resistance newspapers and memoirs, 
the term freedom fighter and patriot appears most frequently, whereas contem-
porary historical scholarship tends to favour the more neutral term resistance 
fighter. This preference is partly based on the view that freedom fighter is a more 
value laden expression, one that does not fully acknowledge that the aim of some 
communist resistance groups was not solely to liberate Denmark from the Nazis 
but to transition the country into a Stalinist system.19 After the war, however, the 
dominant language was that of the “freedom fighter” and the “resistance move-
ment”. The term freedom fighter was widely adopted by both right- and left-wing 
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resistance members and became the standard designation in those circles for 
individuals who had opposed the German occupation during the war. 

Although resistance members did not claim veteran status through the term 
itself, they nevertheless argued that they had fought for the nation and therefore 
deserved particular recognition, much like regular war veterans often did. Former 
resistance fighters, for example, argued for expanded social support by pointing 
to the physical and social hardships they endured that now embodied the conse-
quences of their wartime sacrifices. As an example of this, one former resistance 
fighter who was now disabled, complained about the limited employment pros-
pects available to men like himself and asked in an editorial letter: “Is there no 
commendation for having participated in the fight for Denmark’s liberation?”20 
There were numerous such demands, expressions of grievance, and assertions 
of deservingness in the magazines published by organisations for former resis
tance fighters throughout the late 1940s, the 1950s, and the 1960s. However, their 
demands were not always met. Research suggests that this was due, in part, to 
a political reluctance to recognise resistance fighters as a particularly deserving 
interest group, as politicians feared that such recognition might give rise to claims 
for increased political influence. Furthermore, there was an ongoing struggle over 
who deserved the greatest benefits. In the immediate aftermath of liberation, 
Danish resistance fighters argued that they should be treated more favourably 
than groups such as Danish Jews, who were often portrayed as merely passive 
victims.21 This is just one such example. 

Thus, the investigated sources indicate that “veteran” was not perceived as 
a natural designation for resistance fighters in the immediate post-war years. 
Rather than being adopted by the resistance, the term apparently continued to 
be associated with regular military service and seniority. This pattern must also 
be seen in light of post-war memory politics. As historian Nils Arne Sørensen has 
argued, two competing narratives of the occupation emerged after 1945. Both 
placed resistance at the centre of national self-understanding. The disagreement 
between the two concerned how broadly resistance should be defined and how 
the conduct of the political elites should be judged.22 This mattered in the context 
in which most Danish soldiers had not participated in the resistance at all and 
in light of how strained the relations between resistance groups and the officer 
corps were.

In regular Danish newspapers from 1945-1950, the term “veteran” appears 
frequently. The most common use was as a non-military nomenclature. “Veteran” 
denoted experience: football and boxing veterans, a veteran typographer, a polit-
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ical veteran, and a veteran in social or educational work.23 In a military context, 
it most often referred to foreign soldiers or to the First World War. American 
and British veterans were mentioned in reports and obituaries,24 as were Danish 
First World War veterans, including members of several veterans’ associations.25 
References to “guerrilla veterans” likewise concerned foreign conflicts and not the 
Danish context.26 In contrast, the designation was only rarely applied to members 
of the Danish resistance. A telling example of this appears in a 1949 article on 
the unveiling of a monument to “fallen freedom fighters”. The term “veteran” 
was reserved not for the resistance fighters who died, but for a speaker who had 
served in the First World War.27 However, one early example refers to a “sabotage 
veteran” trained by SOE and returning from Sweden in May 1945.28 

According to the 1952 Dictionary of the Danish Language, “veteran” was still 
used at that time as a descriptive term for people with many years of experience 
or former soldiers, without any legal connection to rights, compensation, or state 
recognition.29 Nonetheless, that same year, the association Frihedskampens 
Veteraner (Veterans of the Freedom Struggle) was established.30 From the outset, 
it was linked to the international framework of the World Veterans Federation, 
which sought to unite resistance fighters and uniformed war veterans across 
national borders in the interest of post-war reconciliation and the prevention 
of future conflict.31 In Denmark, it also included participants from the Danish 
Brigade in Sweden, the exile force established under Swedish auspices in 1943–
45.32 Thus, in the late 1940s and early 1950s, the word “veteran” gradually began 
to function as an umbrella term for different forms of wartime participation. This 
slow and hesitant consolidation of the terms stands in marked contrast to the 
much later politicisation of the veteran term, which, as Poulsen and Rasmussen 
have shown, only gained sustained political traction from the 1990s onwards.33 

A Danish case can illustrate how veteran identity could be constructed outside 
of the framework of a formal legal category. The association De Alieredes Danske 
Våbenfæller (Allied Danish Comrades-in-Arms) brought together Danes who 
had fought in the two World Wars. In the mid-1950s, the association initiated 
the construction of a monument to the fallen combatants in “Danish and Allied 
war service, 1940–45”, presented as a gift from “the Danish people”. The inscrip-
tion deliberately encompassed Danes who fell in Allied service abroad and those 
soldiers who were killed during the German invasion on 9 April 1940 and in the 
armed clashes on 29 August 1943. In contrast to the immediate post-war eleva-
tion of illegal resistance, the association’s commemorative practices centred on 
fallen soldiers and the legitimacy of uniformed war service.34 
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Among Danish Nazis and former Eastern Front volunteers, the term “veteran” 
was also absent. A systematic reading of the Danish Nazi newspaper Fædrelan-
det demonstrates that the concept was not adopted by these groups during the 
war. Danish SS volunteers did not describe themselves as veterans but instead 
referred to themselves as frontkæmpere (front fighters), as soldiers, and internally 
as comrades, and more broadly as “SS volunteers”. When Fædrelandet used the 
term “veteran”, it did so in other contexts, much like the resistance press: it referred 
to figures from the world of sport or to veterans of earlier conflicts, such as the 
war of 1864 or the First World War. In other words, “veteran” remained a designa-
tion for participants in nationally recognised wars of the past, rather than being 
a label appropriated by Danish SS volunteers for their own wartime service.35

After the war, several former Danish SS volunteers organised themselves in 
Landsforeningen af 6. maj 1945, a revisionist association founded by convicted 
and ostracised wartime collaborators and nazis. The association published a 
membership journal titled Revision.36 Within this publication, the former SS 
volunteers were consistently described as frontkæmpere rather than veterans. 
This terminology was mirrored in their organisational language. Their own post-
war association was named Frontkæmperforbundet, and in petitions and state-
ments, including those printed in Revision, they referred to themselves as “former 
front volunteers” or simply “front fighters”.37 The same designation persisted in 
later revisionist literature on SS volunteers, where frontkæmpere remained the 
preferred term, alongside Frontsvin (“front pigs”), which implied a form of macho 
pride and toughness.38 

Although the veteran-term was not used by the Danish Eastern Front volun-
teers, the term frontkæmper remained a politically charged concept. It was 
employed as a source of pride, an emblem of honour among the former volun-
teers and a way of drawing attention to the fact that they had fought for what 
they believed in. It was used to describe a group that in their own opinion had 
entered service at the urging of the Danish government, which they interpreted as 
an outright permission to enlist in the Waffen SS during the war. This interpreta-
tion was rejected after the war by Danish politicians who argued instead that the 
policy had been introduced through German coercion.: “We wish to establish the 
following: that we [former SS-volunteers] were a part of Denmark’s legal army, 
which was the consequence of Denmark’s accession to the Anti Comintern Pact 
and which followed the line taken by the Finnish volunteers.”39 

They also frequently emphasised that they had fought against the communist 
threat, which in 6 May circles continued to be regarded as a central and genu-
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ine danger both during the war and in the years that followed. In this light, they 
argued that they deserved recognition for having carried out what later became 
NATO’s task of containing communism, even before the North Atlantic Treaty 
had been signed: 

“Today we are in the situation, like the West, that the enemy we fought in the 
East is the enemy that the entire Western world is compelled to fight in this day 
and age! … We therefore believe that both parties in Denmark should let petty 
grudges rest, forget what was, and move forward together! We are, after all, when 
it comes to everything, in the same boat!”40

The volunteers claimed to be misunderstood. Implicitly embedded in the term 
frontkæmper and how it was used by them after the war was in this way also 
a desire to be rehabilitated and recognised in the post-war period, rather than 
being ostracised and stigmatised, as former Danish SS volunteers.41

T H E  V E T E R A N  C O N C E P T  I N  P O S T - W A R  N O R W A Y 
As was the case in Denmark, Norway had no set definition of who was a veteran 
either during or immediately following the Second World War. In his study of 
Norwegian post-war veteran policies, Gullow Gjeseth applies a broad definition 
when discussing veterans of the Second World War (veteraner fra annen verden-
skrig), which does not only include: “…persons who served in the Norwegian or 
Allied forces, but also […] persons who served in the Norwegian or Allied forces, 
as well as persons who were involved in illegal activities, war sailors, and persons 
who were held in German or Japanese captivity.”42 

This highlights how the term “veteran” has traditionally been applied to a wide 
range of groups who served Norwegian interests during the Second World War, 
reaching well beyond an affiliation with the military alone. 

All the groups mentioned by Gjeseth were de facto recognized as veterans 
immediately following the war. This entailed official acknowledgment of their 
wartime actions for Norway, and it was reflected in the first war compensation 
schemes adopted in 1946, for which all these groups were eligible (see below). 
However, some groups received wider social recognition for their specific wartime 
injuries or suffering only much later than others, and some groups faced consid-
erable obstacles in gaining formal access to the publicly instituted compensation 
schemes. In the early post-war period, the groups that received the highest levels 
of social recognition were those which could easily be tied to heroic narratives 
relating to Norway’s battle against the German occupiers and their collaborators. 
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This applied first and foremost to the civilian and military resistance, as well as 
political prisoners from the pre-war mainstream parties. 43 

The term “veteran” was not contested in its application to these groups, but 
it was also not central to their identity. It was simply not used extensively, either 
during or after the war. During the war, resistance newspapers continued to 
mostly use the term in relation to the veterans of the First World War or even the 
Dano-Prussian war, or in relation to senior figures in any type of political, social 
or cultural organisation. Other terms and labels carried a much more substantial 
and central meaning, both during and after the war. “Jøssinger”, a term which was 
originally used by the Nazis in a derogatory manner about resistance members, 
became widely used for ‘patriotic Norwegians’. This term, or simply “good Norwe-
gians”, were among the most unifying labels used, encompassing the various 
groups seen as having been heroically engaged in the battle for Norway. However, 
these terms were used loosely and in an informal way; they were largely not part 
of a contested linguistic struggle in the early post-war period.

One reason for the absence of debate over the concept of the “veteran” was 
the broad social recognition that was granted to many groups for their wartime 
service, which made explicit demarcations unnecessary. At the same time, the 
experiences of key groups, including communists and Jews, were largely omitted 
from public discourse. In post-war Norway, a clear binary between “good” and 
“bad” Norwegians quickly took hold, centred around patriotism, a binary that 
did not make room for the Holocaust and the complex experiences of occupation. 
Although only a minority had participated in the resistance or performed military 
service, most Norwegians identified with and celebrated wartime heroes. This 
produced a strong consensus, leaving little room for linguistic conflict over the 
veteran term and the individuals it granted recognition. The notion of the veteran 
ideal was tied to having fought on the “right” side and defended Norwegian inter-
ests, reinforcing a patriotic narrative that excluded minorities and women.

Beyond this general conceptualisation of veterans, more specific identities 
centred on concrete wartime experiences that also held important meaning to 
individual groups. As in Denmark, a type of “veteran identity” formed among 
individual groups without the term “veteran” carrying central importance to 
them. This identity could be grounded in more concrete experiences that were 
shared; of joint activities in the war or the day-to-day experience of imprisonment 
in specific camps. The two camps in which most Norwegians were imprisoned, 
Grini and Sachsenhausen, became synonyms for specific wartime experiences 
and alliances between people having spent time there which reached well into 
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the post-war period.44 Differences between groups existed, not just concerning 
wartime bonds and experiences, but also with regard to how their contributions 
to the well-being of the nation were perceived in the post-war era. Specific terms 
were in circulation to highlight each group’s contribution. For political prisoners, 
the introduction of the term “prison front”, complemented the term “home front” 
which was used by the resistance, and the term “outer front” used by people living 
in exile. This use of a complementary term allowed prisoners to argue that they, 
too, had contributed in key ways to the war-effort, promoting a narrative of unity 
despite everyone involved having vastly different wartime roles.45

In tracing the use of the term “veteran” in NS circles, (Nasjonal Samling, the 
fascist party of Norway during the war), surprising parallels can be observed 
between the Norwegian exile and resistance milieus, the streamlined and heavily 
censored press in the occupied territories and the publications created by individ-
uals in NS milieus. It was frequently used loosely, rather than being a term driv-
ing public debate and disputes. Among people in occupied Norway and the NS 
publications, both during and after the war, the term was used mostly to refer to 
former or serving foreign soldiers. We see occasional references to the term in NS 
papers, mainly to refer to senior party members (“Membership of the NS is grow-
ing day by day, and the veterans welcome the newcomers.”46 However, the term 
was not used in an instrumental way. It also does not appear to have featured in 
propaganda aimed towards SS volunteers or in the debates they had.47 After the 
war, we see it mentioned in the newspapers of the former wartime collaborators, 
but not to a great degree. The term was therefore not central to the identity of 
these groups, neither during or after the war.

It was also clear that wartime collaborators, especially SS volunteers, had no 
claim to the veteran status not to war compensation in post-war Norway. Even 
if the term held any meaning for them, broader recognition would have been 
impossible to obtain, and they remained social outcasts with limited prospects 
for rehabilitation. Nevertheless, certain “veteran dynamics” were present. NS 
members formed interest organisations in the late 1940s to rehabilitate them-
selves and reinterpret their wartime actions, not by aligning with recognised 
veterans, but by presenting alternative narratives of having served Norwegian 
interests. Within NS milieus, a form of veteran spirit persisted, expressed through 
ideas of comradeship and shared purpose which was expressed in newspapers, 
networks, and post-war social circles.48 This veteran identity was only intensi-
fied by the shared imprisonment, and the trials collaborators had to go through 
in the so-called rettsoppgjør. 
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The absence of debate over who counted as a veteran in post-war Norway 
reflects both the limited significance of the term and the perceived clarity of 
who deserved recognition. The dominant focus was on unity, with a key differ-
entiating distinction between “good” and “bad” Norwegians. This produced a 
general understanding of veterans as men associated with the military, resistance 
against occupation forces, or other wartime contributions. The concept was not 
contested precisely because most people shared a clear idea of who had served 
Norwegian interests.

As in the Danish case, a closer examination reveals clear and jarring grada-
tions in both public recognition and levels of compensation. Certain groups were 
overlooked, excluded, or even subjected to stigmatisation rather than recogni-
tion in post-war society, most notably Jews.49 There was not necessarily a shared 
veteran identity among recognised groups; rather, identities were tied to specific 
wartime experiences such as resistance, seafaring, or imprisonment. Veteran 
organisations reflected these distinctions, as they were founded and run by indi-
viduals with shared experiences. This shows that, despite a dominant narra-
tive dividing “good” and “bad” Norwegians, patterns of recognition were of a 
complex nature. Over time, the term “veteran” became more established and was 
adopted into the names of certain organisations, such as Norges Veteranforbund 
for Internasjonale Oppdrag (Norwegian Veterans’ Association for International 
Operations) (1960). At the same time, the concept remained contested, particu-
larly in relation to UN and NATO missions, raising questions about whether 
different forms of service should be grouped under a single veteran identity or 
kept distinct.50 

For participants of the Second World War, social recognition as “veterans” 
and their veteran identity largely remained intact in the immediate post-war 
period. This was the case even though some groups were initially overlooked 
and wartime narratives became more complex. However, this recognition did not 
mean that access to pensions and other benefits was a straightforward process. 

T R A N S L A T I N G  W A R T I M E  S E R V I C E  I N T O  P O S T - W A R  R E C O G N I T I O N
In comparison, the Danish and Norwegian cases suggest that the limited use of 
the term “veteran” did not reflect an absence of policies concerning veterans, but 
rather different national pathways for translating wartime service into post-war 
recognition. In both countries, those who had fought, suffered, or served in any 
capacity sought forms of distinction that resembled the veteran status without 
relying consistently on the term itself. Yet the two political settings differed. In 
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Norway, the occupation quickly generated a more unified patriotic framework, 
in which service to the nation could be linked to the legal continuity of the state 
whose leaders were in exile. In Denmark, the legacy of cooperation and the 
later rise of resistance created a more fragmented landscape, in which claims to 
honour perhaps were stronger contested and more dependent on postwar moral 
sorting.51 This helps explain why the Norwegian sources more readily point to-
wards a broad but internally differentiated patriotic community, whereas Danish 
sources reveal a more visceral and explicit struggle over wartime contributions 
and the following recognition. 

T H E  L E G A L  F R A M E W O R K  D E F I N I N G  V E T E R A N  S T A T U S
To understand how “veteranhood” takes shape after a war, it is not enough to 
study language, identity, and commemoration; the term is also shaped through 
judicial means. In many countries, the social meaning of military service is 
defined less by eloquent speeches or monuments than by compensation acts, 
pension schemes, and other tangible benefits. These frameworks determine 
who is recognised as having served, which sacrifices count, and which claims 
are legitimate. In this sense, welfare and compensation legislation function as a 
practical index of how a society creates a veteran hierarchy.52

Denmark and Norway are instructive cases in this regard, as their post-war 
legal regimes created patterns of differential privilege without a distinct and 
legally protected “veteran” category. Recognition was instead distributed among 
socially defined groups such as resistance members, war widows, concentration 
camp prisoners, war sailors, and other “victims of the occupation,” with enti-
tlements ranging from pensions and medical care to educational support and 
honorary payments. The absence of a formal veteran category is analytically 
productive, as it highlights how veteran-like recognition was embedded within 
the compensation frameworks and was constructed indirectly through eligibil-
ity criteria, evidentiary standards, exclusions, and moral language delineating 
worthiness.

D A N I S H  C O M P E N S A T I O N  L A W S  F O R  W A R  V I C T I M S
With Denmark’s new groundbreaking social legislation in 1933, a range of laws 
was introduced that specified how military personnel were to be supported. For 
example, Section 281 of the Public Assistance Act (Forsorgsloven) stipulated 
that the relatives of conscripted soldiers were entitled to public support during 
wartime and in other situations in which the man had been called up for service. 
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The same act also defined how the honorary payments awarded to veterans of 
the 1864 Second Schleswig War should be regarded in relation to other potential 
forms of state sponsored public assistance.53

As the Second World War approached, additional legislation was enacted to 
assist Danes who might be affected by the war. Among these was the Act on the 
Payment of Honorary Payments to Danish Seamen and Fishermen and Their 
Survivors (Lov om Udbetaling af Hædersgaver til danske Søfolk og Fiskere og 
deres Efterladte). This meant that fishermen and seamen who were injured 
and rendered invalid as a result of wartime events while at sea, were entitled 
to an annual honorary payment of 800 kroner (approximately 3,000 euros in 
2026). The same amount could be granted to their widows in the event of death. 
Shortly after 9 April 1940, a similar act was introduced for Danish soldiers killed 
or wounded in connection with the German invasion, likewise granting 800 
kroner in assistance annually. For civilian Danes, the state introduced war insur-
ance schemes, including War Insurance for Movable Property (Krigsforsikring 
af Løsøre) and War Insurance for Private Household Effects (Krigsforsikring af 
privat Indbo), which insured property against war damage. In addition, the Act 
on War Accident Insurance (Lov om Krigsulykkesforsikring) covered most civil-
ians in cases of invalidity or death caused by acts of war. However, there was 
no legislation specifying support or recognition for war veterans nor provisions 
for civilians affected by the broader social consequences of war. Such measures 
were only introduced after the war.54

After liberation in May 1945, the Danish state established the Offices for 
Special Affairs (Kontorerne for særlige Anliggender) to provide immediate relief 
to civilians affected by the war, with the aim of supporting them until they could 
return to the labour market. Individuals with eligibility were “worthy” Danish 
citizens, while those suspected of unpatriotic conduct during the war were 
excluded. Although outwardly embracing of all, the scheme primarily served 
members of the resistance who made up the largest group of applicants, and the 
offices were partly staffed by former resistance members as well. Various groups 
were mentioned, including Jews, bombing victims, and resistance fighters, but 
there was no formal definition of what resistance activity did and did not entail. 
In practice, guaranteed recognition required a written declaration from another 
resistance member.55 

While the Offices for Special Affairs operated on the basis of administrative 
guidelines rather than statutory law, assistance was formalised with the adop-
tion of the Compensation Act for Victims of the Occupation (Lov om Erstatning 
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til Besættelsestidens Ofre) in October 1945. Through the Compensation Coun-
cil (Erstatningsrådet) and the Directorate of Accident Insurance (Direktoratet 
for Ulykkesforsikring), the Danish state established clearer criteria for recog-
nising the eligibility of individuals as “victims of the occupation.” This category 
included resistance fighters, communists, police officers, Jews, and others who 
had suffered injury as a result of German measures or reprisals. At the same 
time, the law introduced stricter documentation requirements and a more clearly 
delimited circle of beneficiaries. Although formally directed at civilian victims 
(resistance fighters included), research has shown that the act contained many 
elements typically associated with compensation legislation for veterans.56

Recognised victims were entitled to disability pensions, compensation for 
loss of a breadwinner, imprisonment, and medical expenses. The scheme also 
included special privileges: support for establishing a business, favourable educa-
tional grants, and honorary payments (hædersgaver). These benefits were not 
available to the general population through existing ordinary welfare provisions, 
and this marked a clear distinction between regular citizens and the specifically 
defined group of occupation victims.57 The act therefore functioned not only as a 
compensation scheme but also as an institutional recognition of a certain status 
best described in terms of moral superiority and honour.

A key weakness of the original legislation was its failure to account for the 
long-term effects of the persecution and injury it tried to remedy, including 
trauma developed from concentration camp imprisonment, also known as KZ 
syndrome. This was the case for both Denmark and Norway. From the late 1940s 
into the 1950s, this led to recognition disputes, as many former prisoners and 
resistance members developed detrimental health conditions that did not fit the 
existing categories. As a result, the boundaries of eligibility became a contested 
affair, with authorities having to determine which injuries qualified as war-re-
lated and which did not.58 

In addition to the Compensation Act, Danish war sailors were covered by 
separate legislation. This included revisions to maritime war accident insur-
ance laws and the Act on the Establishment of the Danish Seafarers’ Memo-
rial Fund of 1945 (Lov om oprettelse af Danske Søfarendes Mindefond), which 
provided support to war sailors and their relatives who had suffered financially 
or socially as a result of their service. The eligible group was loosely defined as 
those affected because of their “service to Denmark,” a formulation widely open 
to interpretation.59 
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No separate veteran compensation laws were introduced for Danish soldiers 
who were injured or killed during regular military service. However, in 1946 an 
amendment to the Compensation Act expanded the range of eligibility to Danish 
citizens who had fought in Allied uniform or in foreign resistance movements, 
granting them compensation on the same terms as Danish resistance fighters. 
This meant that some Danes who had served in a military uniform were covered 
by civilian compensation legislation rather than a distinct legislative framework 
covering the military.60 

In practice, between 1940 and 1969, Danes who suffered as a result of the war 
could claim compensation, with additional privileges for those who had actively 
fought, served in Allied forces, been imprisoned in concentration camps, or 
worked as war sailors. Compensation was primarily based around physical injury 
or death. Educational support and business grants could be awarded to resistance 
members, but only if war-related disruption or injury could be demonstrated. 
Honorary payments were not given for service alone, but mainly to widows of 
resistance members and for those assessed to have lost more than fifty per cent 
of their ability to work due to disability, including soldiers and war sailors.61 

Between 1945 and 1969 there was no protected legal definition of a resistance 
fighter. There were no statutory rules concerning who had been actual members 
of the resistance movement or specific activities that ensured any level of quali-
fication. Instead, the Compensation Council assessed each of the approximately 
9,000 individual applications submitted by resistance members and determined 
whether the applicant was deemed to have participated in the resistance strug-
gle or not.62 

A legislative amendment in 1969 clarified this criterion for compensation. 
Danish citizens who had been imprisoned in concentration camps, served on 
Allied ships for at least six months, or participated in organised resistance work 
for at least one year could receive an honorary payment if their earning capac-
ity had been reduced by at least twenty-five per cent, compared to the previous 
requirement of fifty per cent disability. The amendment effectively introduced a 
statutory definition of a resistance fighter as a person who, through membership 
of an “illegal” group, had carried out organised resistance activities.63 

From the outset, the Compensation Act contained a strict exclusion clause. 
Danish citizens who had collaborated improperly with the occupying forces 
were barred from receiving any compensation, even if they otherwise met the 
criteria. This applied to many groups including so-called German girls (tysker-
piger), meaning women who entered into relationships with German soldiers. It 



172

also applied to war profiteers who had benefited economically from trade with 
the occupation authorities, and to Danes who had served in German uniform, 
including SS-volunteers.64 These exclusions reflected both the moral reckoning 
of the liberation period and the intention to preserve the exclusive character of 
the compensation scheme as a privilege that was reserved for worthy Danish citi-
zens, with additional honours granted to those considered especially deserving.

N O R W E G I A N  C O M P E N S A T I O N -  A N D  V E T E R A N  L E G I S L A T I O N 
Before the Second World War, Norway had no comprehensive compensation 
schemes for veterans. Some ad hoc legislation existed for civilians, such as a 
1916 act introduced for seafarers. This was an act which was applicable only to 
individuals with a connection to the First World War, however, and a permanent 
scheme for seafarers injured in military conflict was only adopted in 1937, when 
the work accident scheme came to include permanent war compensation for 
seafarers.65

Beyond the scheme for seafarers, no legislation existed concerning war inju-
ries or death incurred in military conflicts. However, as early as autumn 1939, 
the Norwegian government began to consider a compensation scheme for ordi-
nary military personnel and appointed a committee to work on the matter. In 
the first instance, it was about exploring possible schemes granting assistance 
for “permanent injury”, while the mandate of the committee was only later 
expanded to include compensation options for invalidity and death, including 
pensions for survivors.66 On 31 May 1940, the Norwegian government adopted a 
first set of provisional decrees concerning pensions for those injured in connec-
tion with their service during the war, or their survivors in case of death. In 
addition, a committee appointed by the interim Administration Council in the 
occupied territories worked on a pension scheme for both military and civilian 
participants of the war, which led to two decrees being adopted on 9 December 
1941, covering military and civilian victims respectively.67 Upon the liberation of 
Norway, these war schemes were temporarily continued by provisional decrees 
on the 4 and 8 May and expanded to include “any injury to a person caused as 
a result of patriotic work or attitude”.68 However, on 13 July 1945 the post-war 
unity government appointed a new committee, the so-called War Damages 
Committee (Krigsskadekomiteen), to work on a new comprehensive scheme 
which would be fit for purpose and grant assistance coverage to a wide range of 
groups affected by the war.
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The War Damages Committee presented its findings to the Department of 
Social Affairs on 30 November 1945. In its recommendations, the committee 
drew heavily on the existing wartime provisions, since most of those initiatives 
were considered to be well-functioning.69 The work of the committee led to the 
adoption of the Act on War Pensions for Military Personnel (lov om krigspensjo-
nering for militærpersonell) and Act on War Pensions for Home Forces Personnel 
and Civilians (lov om krigspensjonering for hjemmestyrkepersonell og sivilper-
soner), both of which were adopted on 13 December 1946. The names of the acts 
reflect both their scope and the difficulty of categorising veterans and victims. 
The creation of two laws followed the earlier distinctions that were highlighted 
between military and civilian compensation schemes. However, legislators were 
concerned that members of the military resistance (the Home Forces) were not 
included by the act for military personnel, but placed within the civilian category 
due to the technical definitions used.70 The Social Affairs Committee, following 
the recommendation of the War Damages Committee, had advocated the use of 
this categorisation mainly for ‘practical’ reasons: it argued that it could be difficult 
to draw a distinction between resistance members and ‘other patriotic activity’, 
which would be covered by the civilian act.71 This meant that resistance members 
would be subject to different rules of causation in relation to their claims for 
assistance. Under military law, any injury or death during service qualified an 
individual for a pension, whereas civilians had to prove a direct link to specific 
wartime actions in order to be eligible. The Social Affairs Committee justified 
this by noting that many resistance members also pursued civilian work during 
the war. At the same time, the Committee stressed that this distinction did not 
imply a hierarchy of recognition and that members of the military resistance “are 
to be regarded as military personnel.”.72 To reflect this, the Committee proposed 
to change the title of the act from “Act on War Pensions for Civilians”, to “Act on 
War Pensions for Home Forces Personnel and Civilians”.73

The two acts were based on similar principles: military personnel received 
pensions for injuries incurred during service, while civilians were entitled to 
benefits for injuries resulting directly from patriotic activity or when they were 
classified as eligible victims of war-related injuries. Pensions aimed to ensure an 
adequate material living standard based on pre-war income and reflecting the 
expected post-war status of the individual. This approach caused unease among 
some parliamentarians, who argued that all forms of service should be honoured 
equally. Despite their concerns, the principle was adopted with reference to the 
fact that the pensions who were under consideration could never receive an 
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adequate amount of monetary reward for their actual war contribution (krig-
sinnsatsen), but at the very least the state should ensure fairness and an adequate 
living standard for those who had incurred injuries because of the war.74

Civilian legislation covered three subgroups, systematically ranked by their 
level of service or exposure. Group one included those who had served in the 
home forces, participated in resistance work, served in Norwegian or Allied 
forces, been forcibly conscripted, or worked in civil defence or assisted a certain 
set of voluntary aid organisations and were particularly exposed to the dangers of 
war. Group two included seamen, pilots, fishermen, and other civilians in occupa-
tions deemed especially vulnerable to war-related accidents. Finally, group three 
applied to: “…other civilians, and persons belonging to the aforementioned groups 
when the accident is unrelated to the aforementioned service or employment 
conditions.”75 In this way the law ensured coverage for a wide range of groups. 
Legislators generally understood the first two groups as having faced an active 
risk of injury, whether through military service, resistance work, imprisonment, 
or labour as group one included prisoners of war. The War Damages Commit-
tee had recommended including merchant sailors sailing under the Norwegian 
flag in this group, but the Social Affairs Committee rejected this “for practical 
reasons,” while still emphasising their importance to the war effort. Groups one 
and two were nevertheless seen as comparable, and contemporary parliamen-
tary debates made clear that both were regarded as comparable categories of 
wartime veterans.76 

Unsurprisingly, the schemes applied only to those who were seen as having 
fought on the right side. The wartime schemes had previously excluded Norwe-
gians serving allied interests as military and merchant seafarers. These individ-
uals were now included and could apply for assistance. In the 1946 legislation, 
those who had been sentenced for committing treason (landssvik) were expressly 
excluded. This reveals some of the symbolic intention behind the act: while these 
revolved around providing compensation benefits, and not veteran pensions, they 
were still only to be paid to those who fought for the nation against the occupying 
forces. In other instances, however, the legislative process revealed the difficulties 
of drawing a clear distinction between those who were worthy and those who 
were unworthy of receiving pensions: When it came to the so-called ‘German 
workers’ (tyskerarbeiderne), the War Damages Committee had proposed to 
exclude such individuals outright from eligibility when those “persons who had 
worked on German sites and in German companies” incurred an injury. However, 
the Department acknowledged that most labour performed in the industries 
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under consideration had been: “…for the benefit of both Norwegian and German 
interests”.77 This highlights that it was hard to define who were deemed to be 
deserving of pensions because of the practical ambivalences of working life 
during the occupation.

While the principles of compensation, and the adequate grouping of individ-
uals were debated, it was not the veteran status as such which was contested in 
the context of the legislation. The Act corresponded with the ideals of patriotic 
duty and sacrifice commonly held at the time. There was a general understand-
ing that in addition to the individuals who were covered by the act for military 
personnel, individuals in group one and two of the civilian acts had in fact made 
a contribution to the war effort comparable to that of actual military personnel. 
This was emphasised by the War Damages Committee, by the spokeswoman of 
the Social Affairs Committee, and by several members of Parliament. In principle, 
the 1946 laws covered a broad group of individuals and represented an extensive 
and comprehensive scheme when counted together.78 The laws were met with 
general satisfaction in 1946 from the different groups of individuals who were 
injured during the war. While some of the guiding principles behind the bene-
fit calculations were debated, there was strong support for the solutions that 
were ultimately adopted. Norway had also taken reasonable precautions when 
deciding upon the scope of law by looking at corresponding legislation from 
abroad. The main inspirational source for the laws came first and foremost from 
Denmark. As the chairman of the Social Affairs Committee highlighted during 
a parliamentary debate: “In this regard, it has been significant for the commit-
tee that the Danish law on victims of the occupation, which is based on similar 
principles, has now been in force in Denmark for over a year and, according to 
the information provided to the committee, has functioned satisfactorily without 
any difficulties or causing any controversy.”79

Shortly after taking effect, the shortcomings of the legislation became appar-
ent. Pensions failed to keep pace with inflation and the compensation from other 
schemes, and it was often difficult for claimants to prove that their injuries were 
war-related or even covered by the 1946 provisions. This led to minor adjust-
ments of the laws in the 1950s. However, the laws continued to be strict in regard 
to proof of causation, something which caused challenges for some individuals. 
This caused dissatisfaction, because many veterans believed that their pensions 
were a reward for their service, rather than compensation for sustained injuries. 
Such practical challenges led to the establishment of the Krigsinvalideforbundet 
in 1954 with the purpose of improving the access to war pensions.80 However, 
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further reforms were needed in order to handle other challenges. This was the 
case in particular because the early post-war acts in both Denmark and Norway 
did not cover a range of long-term physical and psychological damage such as 
the so-called concentration camp syndrome, which only revealed themselves 
over the years and were not legally recognised immediately. 

T H E  C O N C E N T R A T I O N  C A M P  S Y N D R O M E  I N  N O R W A Y  A N D  D E N M A R K 
Shortly after the Second World War, Danish doctors began systematically re-
searching the physical and psychological effects of concentration camp im-
prisonment. Doctors and former prisoners Paul Thygesen and Jørgen Kieler 
conducted early studies in 1947–48, documenting starvation-related illnesses, 
chronic conditions, and severe psychological effects such as anxiety, depression, 
and reduced work capacity with only one third of afflicted individuals being able 
to work full-time after the war. Mortality was also significantly elevated among 
the afflicted, especially in the first five post-war years. In 1954, Thygesen and 
Knud Hermann defined the “KZ syndrome,” highlighting the accompanying 
trauma and social decline among survivors and their families. These findings 
aligned with international research, and conferences on the subject from 1954 
onwards facilitated the further exchange of medical research in this field. Overall, 
the studies showed that former prisoners suffered more severe and longer lasting 
harm than initially assumed. The Norwegian physician Leo Eitinger, himself a 
former prisoner, demonstrated that similar symptoms affected merchant sailors 
exposed to prolonged danger at sea. Despite this, war pension laws in both coun-
tries required clear medical proof directly linking acts of service to the claims of 
illness—a burden that proved extremely difficult to meet for many.81

Despite growing medical recognition, authorities were slow to acknowledge 
psychological injuries in compensation cases in both Denmark and Norway. Only 
in 1968, following sustained pressure from veterans’ organisations and mount-
ing media attention, the Norwegian legislation was finally amended through 
the Tilleggsloven til krigspensjonslovene av 1968 (Supplementary Act to the War 
Pension Acts).

The parliamentary debates on the supplementary act in Norway were marked 
by expressions of regret. Politicians acknowledged that the legal framework had 
been insufficient to help those it was meant to protect. Although knowledge of the 
KZ syndrome had existed since the early 1950s, compensation procedures had 
not been significantly updated. Most significantly, the 1968 amendment reversed 
the burden of proof. Instead of requiring veterans to demonstrate a causal link 
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between service and injury, this connection was now automatically presumed 
for those who had served more than six months in the military, the resistance, 
on Norwegian or Allied ships, or for individuals who had been imprisoned.82 In 
her study of Norway’s merchant sailors, Guri Hjeltnes characterised this shift 
as a “social policy sensation”.83 One consequence of this was that the number of 
individuals receiving war pensions increased fivefold.84 More indirectly, it led to 
a renegotiation of the veteran term, which could now also include individuals 
suffering from psychological conditions.

The same tendencies were evident in Denmark. Although Denmark had 
pioneered compensation legislation and early research on the KZ syndrome, 
Norway had overtaken Denmark in the 1960s in both trauma research and 
compensation reform. Norwegian changes directly inspired the Danish amend-
ment of 1969. The political process was similar: a public debate questioned 
whether the state could abandon aging resistance veterans who had sacrificed 
their health for the good of the country. Driven largely by a media campaign from 
veterans’ organisations, the reform was ultimately passed with an overwhelming 
parliamentary majority.85

The Danish and Norwegian cases show that medical knowledge alone was 
insufficient to secure recognition and compensation. Although the long-term 
psychological effects of war had been documented since the late 1940s, legal 
frameworks continued to individualise responsibility and require proof from the 
injured veteran. Only when sustained political mobilisation reframed the issue 
as a collective moral obligation, did the burden of proof shift from the individ-
ual to the state. In the words of the American historian Jay Winter, these former 
resistance fighters may be understood as a form of moral witnesses. Winter 
emphasises how veterans and survivors position themselves either within domi-
nant national narratives of heroism and sacrifice or against them.86 In the Scan-
dinavian context, resistance veterans, former prisoners, and merchant sailors 
increasingly challenged the post-war consensus of unity and heroism. Instead, 
they emphasised the lasting effects of their physical war injuries, psychological 
injury, social marginalisation, and long-term physiological effects. In doing so, 
they questioned the moral economy of the post-war state and demanded that the 
recognition of their suffering should be a collective responsibility. The reforms 
of 1968–69 in this way not only marked a technical change in pension law, but 
a broader renegotiation of what counted as a war injury and who qualified as a 
veteran in the welfare state.
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G E N D E R E D  D I M E N S I O N S  O F  T H E  V E T E R A N  C O N C E P T
The concept of the “veteran” is closely associated with military service and armed 
combat and therefore carries a strong gendered imprint that is male aligned. 
Military service and combat have traditionally been understood as “male,” a 
perception rooted in nationalist norms that define a binary gender order. Within 
this framework, women are assigned responsibility for reproduction, childcare, 
and care work, while men are expected to defend the nation. Military skill and 
combat thus form central elements of the nationalist ideal of masculinity, mak-
ing it appear “natural” that men fight while women care for the home.87 As a 
result, military heroism has been closely linked to ideals of masculine sacrifice 
and national service. The soldier’s willingness to die for the nation was framed 
as the ultimate expression of masculine duty.88 The figure of the veteran was 
therefore closely associated with notions of martial honour, courage and combat 
experience. 

This binary gender order, rooted in the nineteenth century, retained strong 
authority into the twentieth century, including during the Second World War. 
However, in occupied Denmark and Norway, fighting was largely conducted by 
exile forces and the resistance movements and in neither society did mass mobi-
lization occur. As a result, the traditional divide between a male war front and a 
female domestic sphere applied only to a limited extent.

Especially in Denmark, the military played an exceedingly limited role in the 
war. The swift defeat in April 1940 and disarmament in August 1943 left many 
officers unable to demonstrate traditional martial masculinity, contributing to 
the post-war tensions with resistance groups. While resistance offered visible 
proof of and claims to sacrifice, regular military service provided fewer means of 
asserting wartime merit. More broadly, war and occupation did contribute to a 
loosening and blurring of the traditional gender order, particularly in Norway.89 
Following the onset of the German invasion, most men and women initially 
continued their everyday work and responsibilities. However, both became 
involved in organised resistance, and in Norway, women were also incorporated 
into the armed forces. At the same time, wartime collaboration involved both 
genders and, in some cases, opened up new opportunities for women to take on 
roles that were otherwise less accessible.90 

Nevertheless, binary nationalist gender roles retained a strong normative 
force. As soon as occupation and war came to an end, social and political efforts 
were directed towards re-establishing traditional societal structures rather than 
altering the gender order. This effort once again defined everything associated 
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with the military as distinctly masculine and eroded the traces of female actions 
in this sphere during the war.

This particularly affected those militarily connoted roles that women had 
assumed during the war in the resistance, in the intelligence services, and for 
Norway in the armed forces, and on the basis of which they might have claimed 
political participation, social influence and entitlement to social benefits accord-
ing to the legislation described above after the war.

One context, in which this development became painfully obvious, is memory 
politics. In the aftermath of the war, narratives concerning both the merits and 
the misconduct of men and women during the occupation were gendered. The 
resistance struggle was framed as a “male” phenomenon – despite the many 
women who had taken an active part in it. Although female resistance fighters 
were discussed and praised in the media in the immediate post-war months, the 
importance of their deeds and their contribution to the success of the resistance 
was soon downplayed.91

Female tasks were depicted as subordinate to men’s or as mere support for the 
“real” resistance. Women who acted as messengers, spies, or served in the armed 
forces did not fit the traditional gender order. As Karen Steller Bjerregaard, Helle 
Bjerg and Claudia Lenz have shown, women in Norway and Denmark often 
reproduced these interpretations themselves. Even when engaged directly in 
resistance, they remained in the background in terms of recognition and polit-
ical influence, and their contributions were often neglected in the big picture.92

Instead, another form of “female resistance” was promoted: the housewife and 
mother who sustained the home front under the yoke of occupation. In Norway, 
women who managed to feed their families despite shortages or mend cloth-
ing when shops were empty were seen as the true heroines. A similar pattern 
appeared in Denmark. As Anette Warring has shown, women’s resistance was 
often framed within the domestic sphere. Activities such as hiding fugitives or 
distributing illegal newspapers were thus interpreted as extensions of household 
duties rather than as political or military action.93 Both the Norwegian and the 
Danish narrative represented another variation of the nationalist ideal of the 
female role as a caring mother.94

The extent to which this myth was socially pervasive in Norway, even within 
circles associated with the women’s movement, is illustrated by the following 
example: After the war, the women’s magazine Alle kvinners blad sought to duly 
recognise the numerous contributions made by women to the resistance. The 
magazine also announced that its honorary prize for 1945 would be awarded to 



180

a “brave woman” who had rendered outstanding services to the resistance. The 
prize, however, was not awarded to a woman who had been part of the military 
resistance or assumed other “male” roles during the war, but to the director of a 
tuberculosis sanatorium in Finnmark, Helga Mårdalen.95 

When German troops devastated northern Norway towards the end of 
the war, Mårdalen persuaded them not to burn down the hospital. After the 
surrounding area had been destroyed, she took in numerous people who had 
been rendered homeless. During the occupation, she had also assisted refugees 
by organising transport, clothing and provisions and by hiding them.96 Never-
theless, it was above all her service as a nurse (“sister”) and the traditionally 
“female” qualities associated with these actions – care, nurturing attentiveness 
and self-sacrifice – that were foregrounded. In the justification for the prize, Alle 
kvinners blad stated: “Sister Helga […] is very representative of the Norwegian 
women’s front. She is a housekeeper for a large institution. She is a social worker 
and has made an outstanding humanitarian contribution.”97 The Rjukan Arbei-
derblad described her as: “… a mother to all those in need in Eastern Finnmark.”98 
Mårdalen thus primarily embodied the “resistant Norwegian housewife” and 
thereby the traditional gender role ascribed to women.

In Denmark, particular attention was given to the widows of resistance fight-
ers, who were praised for their husbands’ sacrifices. In speeches, commemo-
rations, and compensation practices, they were celebrated for this “ultimate 
sacrifice” and were by far the most generously accommodated group in the 
compensation legislation.99 The Danish Freedom Fund, a private initiative with 
broad popular support, also provided extensive assistance to both widows and 
children, while also organising special events for the widows and even producing 
dedicated gifts intended to symbolise their sacrifice.100 It was simply good poli-
tics to support resistance widows, and part of the fund’s advertising strategy in 
connection with fundraising was to emphasise that they provided special support 
to widows—one of the many advertisements they placed in the daily press, for 
example, read: “The Freedom Fund is thinking of the widows.”101 In this way, 
the Danish resistance widow resembled the typical war widow in terms of the 
elevation and emphasis placed on the ultimate sacrifice made by the husband. 
Likewise, the practice of tying the support granted to soldiers’ wives and war 
widows to their husbands’ service and earnings was characteristic of military 
widows more generally.102 

In a broader societal perspective, this was also characteristic of contemporary 
views on women in Denmark as well as in Norway. Women, especially married 
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women and mothers, were primarily regarded as economically and socially 
dependent on men, and both prevailing norms and social legislation were there-
fore based on the assumption that they neither could, nor should, manage on 
their own.103

Gendered narratives of the war and occupation also shaped the handling of 
collaborators in the Norwegian treason trials. During the war, the “typical collab-
orator” was assumed to be male, except in cases of sexual collaboration, which 
was primarily observed as a “female” phenomenon. When the trials began in 
1945, authorities were surprised by the high number of accused women—who 
made up one third of all suspects and convicts.104 Over the course of the treason 
trials, gender stereotypes and gender roles consistently shaped the treatment of 
wartime collaborators by the police and courts. Female defendants who were 
perceived as independent, strong, influential or even violent—attributes coded 
traditionally as “male”—were depicted as deviant, often in a sexualised manner, 
and prosecuted more harshly.105 By contrast, female defendants who presented 
themselves in gender-stereotypical ways—as caring mothers or impoverished 
widows—often fared better in the Rettsoppgjør. Courts frequently downplayed 
even serious offences perpetrated by women by neglecting female agency, while 
at the same time rewarding behaviour that conformed to ideals of women as 
caring housewives and mothers. In this way, police and judicial authorities 
framed domestic roles as the proper model of a “good” Norwegian woman.106

The re-traditionalization of society was not only a retrospective effort but it 
was also oriented towards the future. This is evident in the debate about women’s 
position in the Norwegian military after 1945. During the Second World War, 
around 700 women served in the armed forces. From April to June 1940, follow-
ing the German invasion, women volunteered mainly in medical, domestic, 
and administrative roles. In 1942, the Norwegian authorities in exile introduced 
conscription for women aged 18–40 living abroad, who received military training 
in Great Britain to form a female medical corps and an armed women’s corps 
with separate hierarchies and ranks.107 

After the war, these women initially remained in the armed forces as regu-
lar officers, and additional female volunteers were recruited and trained. The 
Ministry of Defence worked to establish a voluntary peacetime service option for 
women in non-combat roles, but it was concluded that Parliament would have 
to decide whether or not women should be integrated into the armed forces as 
a matter of principle. At the same time, a heated public debate arose over the 
planned “militarisation” of women, which many, including the bourgeois-con-
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servative opposition, saw as a threat to traditional gender roles. In December 
1946, Parliament rejected further integration projects and terminated the female 
recruitment and training programme. Consequently, by the end of 1947 all-female 
support units and new recruits were discharged, and by 1955 the last thirteen 
female officers had been dismissed. Thus, “… military defence continued to be 
identified thoroughly with a male world.”108 

In Denmark, women did not serve in the armed forces during the Second 
World War, but many participated in the resistance movement. As in Norway, 
their contributions were soon marginalised after the war. A notable example is 
the “Red Widows,” whose husbands were Danish communists that were interned 
during the occupation and later deported to Nazi camps. From informal meetings 
in 1941, they developed into an organised network that secured financial support 
for affected families, petitioned local authorities, and organised relief efforts. 
Over time, they became both a welfare advocacy group and a political pressure 
movement. After the war, however, they were pushed aside. As their husbands 
returned, the women’s networks and experience lost influence, and they were 
expected to resume traditional roles. Their wartime efforts were largely forgotten 
until rediscovered in the 1980s.109

Most striking is the limited political influence granted to women after 1945. 
In Denmark, no resistance women were appointed to prominent positions in the 
liberation government or post-war councils. In Norway, despite strong efforts, 
Kirsten Hansteen was only appointed as a consultative minister without her own 
department in Einar Gerhardsen’s first post-war cabinet. Female representa-
tion in parliament and government remained low in the following decades.110 
In both countries, political arenas were largely male dominated. Regardless of 
how effectively women had operated within the resistance during the occupa-
tion, they were granted little influence after liberation and they were typically 
not understood as military- or resistance veterans.

This shows that gendered narratives of war and post-war policy had far-reach-
ing consequences. Women were not only excluded from “male” spheres such as 
the military and resistance but also denied claims to political participation and 
influence in post-war society. Instead, they were relegated back into traditional 
roles as mothers and housewives.

C O N C L U S I O N
Throughout this chapter, we have demonstrated that veteran status in post-war 
Norway and Denmark was not a fixed term, but that it emerged through social, 
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legal, and political negotiations after 1945. Rather than being a demarcated and 
protected legal category, recognition of wartime service took multiple forms, 
reflecting different types of sacrifice and experience. Resistance fighters, war 
sailors, camp prisoners, soldiers, and others all sought recognition, even if they 
did not identify or qualify as veterans.

In both countries, the concept of the veteran remained closely tied to material 
entitlements. Compensation laws, pensions, and welfare provisions became key 
arenas for defining and contesting wartime service. Although neither Denmark 
nor Norway created a clearly defined veteran category, their systems effectively 
established hierarchies of recognised service, thereby functioning as indirect 
forms of veteran assistance policy.

Another key finding is that recognition of veterans evolved over time. Early 
post-war legislation in both countries focused on visible, physical injuries and 
clear wartime damage. Long-term psychological harm and delayed effects were 
only gradually acknowledged. Reforms in the late 1960s marked a turning point 
in this regard, as new medical knowledge and political mobilisation broadened 
both the understanding of what constituted war-related injury and opened up 
access to compensation.

Finally, we have demonstrated that the concept of the veteran was strongly 
gendered. In Norway and Denmark, recognition of wartime service was closely 
tied to masculine ideals of combat and sacrifice, while women’s contributions 
were framed as extensions of domestic or humanitarian roles. Post-war compen-
sation and commemorative practices reinforced this by recognising women 
mainly as widows or dependents, limiting their opportunities for political influ-
ence compared to the men who gained political influence through their ties to 
the resistance movement.
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C H A P T E R  1 2

Entangled Transitions: Trade 
Unions, Welfare Institutions, 

and Social Conflict  
in Post-War Italy,  

1943–1948
Michele Santoro

I
taly’s democratic transformation unfolded through a complex interplay 
of intentional reform and enduring institutional continuities. Efforts to 
reconstruct the political, economic and social order coexisted with the 
survival of administrative structures inherited from the previous regime. 

The re-emergence of party politics and the revitalisation of trade union activism 
generated both optimism and profound tensions concerning the reconfiguration 
of institutions after 1945.1 Against this backdrop, this chapter examines admin-
istrative reform and the reorganisation of power within Italy’s social institutions 
in the immediate post-war period, focusing on the INPS (National Institute for 
Social Security) from the fall of Fascism in 1943 to the consolidation of its gov-
erning structures in 1948. While a substantial body of scholarship has already 
addressed the broader construction of the post-war social protection system, 
studies specifically addressing the role of the INPS remain limited. Existing 
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research has often emphasised institutional continuity, whereas more recent 
work highlights the importance of questioning this continuity rather than fo-
cusing solely on its outcomes.2 Building on this historiographical foundation, the 
contribution presented here considers the reformist ambitions of trade unions 
and other political actors who sought to redefine both the composition and the 
functions of the Institute in the contest of the Constitutional transition. While 
numerous institutional features endured beyond 1948, the overall process sprang 
from the interaction of multiple and often competing forces:3 trade union aspira-
tions to participate directly in the governance of the Institute;4 the resistance of 
the Democrazia Cristiana (Christian Democracy, DC) to radical social reform;5 
and the commitment of Alcide De Gasperi to guarantee state continuity within 
the reconstruction process, while also ensuring the continued protection of 
selected elements inherited from the Liberal period.6 

Drawing upon a range of primary and edited sources—such as documents 
from the INPS, trade unions and political institutions—the analysis presented 
here addresses two central research questions: What impact did the Second 
World War exert on the INPS? And. How did administrative functions and power 
relations evolve in its aftermath, particularly after 1945? 

Established in 1933, the INPS administered almost the entire Italian pension 
system, with policies grounded in social insurance principles. From the mid-1920s 
onward, the Institute underwent several changes in its composition and scope. 
The fascist Regime reshaped the structures inherited from the Liberal period and 
intensified control over its operations and financial resources, especially during 
the 1930s.7 After the regime’s collapse, the INPS was first placed under a govern-
ment-appointed commissioner, Ernesto Maria Romanelli, and later headed by 
Angelo Corsi, a Social Democrat member of Parliament. 

In the immediate post-war years, reform of the Italian social protection system 
gained prominence, as various actors advocated both radical and incremental 
proposals. The more ambitious initiatives went beyond addressing wartime social 
emergencies—such as inflation, poverty, and assistance programmes, represent-
ing the ‘demand side’—to include structural reorganisation of the institutional 
framework, or the ‘supply side’.8 Trade unions advocated the democratisation of 
the INPS’s governance, calling for a workers’ majority to serve in its governing 
bodies and influence the election of the president through the Board rather than 
by government appointment. These efforts met strong resistance from employers’ 
organisations, the Christian Democrats’ conservative stance on social policy, and 
broader opposition to union control over the pension system.
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Although a partial rebalancing of the Board of Directors emerged, democra-
tisation proceeded only gradually. The presidency remained a political appoint-
ment, and ministerial representatives—alongside the Board of Statutory 
Auditors—ensured continued strong governmental oversight. Overall, different 
political actors prioritised stability and the inclusion of diverse interests, favour-
ing negotiated consensus over structural reform.9 By exploring the INPS’s devel-
opment and the role played by trade unions during the Italian post-war period, 
this study adds knowledge to the historiography of the transition from Fascism to 
the Republic we know today. It also contributes to the broader debates regarding 
post-war Europe and the reconstruction and emergence of welfare institutions.

T H E  I N P S  W I T H I N  T H E  “ D E M O C R AT I C  T U R N ” :  A N  O P E N  ( H I S T O R I O G R A P H I C A L )  P R O B L E M
The Second World War devastated Europe while also driving major institution-
al, political, economic, and social transformations. In Italy, it marked a decisive 
rupture, prompting a reconsideration of the state’s organisation and its systems 
of social provision. The pre-war social protection system had developed in a 
fragmented and incremental way, excluding many workers from pensions and 
assistance. Under Fascism, authority was centralised and control exerted over 
institutions such as the INPS, whose structure and functions were significantly 
reshaped from their original 1919 framework. The war’s social crisis exposed 
and intensified these structural weaknesses, leaving the system ill-equipped to 
meet post-war needs.10 In this context, the social protection system became a 
focal point of inquiry and political debate, with growing advocacy for compre-
hensive and universal reform extending to the broader architecture of welfare 
state institutions.11

Alongside the acute social challenges and structural contradictions of the 
existing system, internal debates among experts, administrators, and trade union 
representatives fostered a degree of cautious optimism about reform. These 
discussions were partly informed by engagement with international models of 
social security, which provided a comparative framework for institutional inno-
vation.12 Moreover, the government of national unity, formed by the three main 
mass parties (Christian Democrats, Communists, and Socialists), appeared capa-
ble of overcoming entrenched political divisions and conservative resistance, 
creating favourable conditions for substantial social reform. Preliminary efforts 
to restructure the social protection system were undertaken between 1944 and 
1945, but they failed to produce decisive results.13 Subsequently, the government 
and Parliament revisited the issue, adopting a dual strategy. Urgent measures 
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addressed immediate post-war social needs, while more comprehensive reforms 
were developed within constitutional and legislative frameworks. Principles of 
social protection were enshrined in the Constitution, and a Committee for the 
Reform of Social Security, chaired by the Social Democrat Ludovico D’Aragona, 
was established to draft a systematic proposal. Its final report outlined an ambi-
tious reform programme whose implications would resonate in the years that 
followed.14,15 

The establishment of the Republic after the 1946 referendum marked a formal 
rupture of old continuities, alongside the election of the Constituent Assembly. Yet 
this break was accompanied by the persistence of deeply rooted elements within 
state structures, including bureaucratic apparatuses, administrative cultures, 
and institutional practices shaped by earlier regimes. Historical scholarly inquiry 
has increasingly emphasised the transition as a dynamic process, defined by 
the interplay between continuity and change rather than a simple moment of 
institutional replacement.16 Adopting a historiographical approach attentive 
to these dynamics, rather than focusing solely on outcomes, allows for a more 
nuanced understanding of the period’s political and social transformation. Recent 
debates on post-war Europe likewise stress the need for methodological renewal 
in order to grasp the development of European democracies after 1945. Instead 
of reducing needed analysis to binary narratives of continuity or rupture, schol-
ars emphasise the importance of contingent challenges, institutional processes, 
and political conflicts in shaping democratic systems.17 This perspective shifts 
attention from teleological accounts to the concrete institutional arenas in which 
reform was articulated and mediated. Although few studies focus specifically on 
the INPS in the immediate post-war years, analysis of its function in this period 
offers valuable insight into the Italian democratic transition, illuminating how 
reform was negotiated, contested, and constrained. Accordingly, this study does 
not attempt to reconstruct the understanding of the emergence of the welfare 
system as a whole but instead examines the political and economic dynamics 
shaping the reorganisation of the INPS during the transition from Fascism to the 
Republic. The incorporation of trade union forces into state structures, alongside 
the expansion of social policy, formed a key element of the broader project to 
democratise public institutions after 1945. In this context, analysing trade union 
efforts to influence and govern the social insurance system through the INPS 
provides a useful lens for assessing both ambitions for structural change and the 
countervailing pressures that shaped the Institute’s development.
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In the immediate post-war period, proposals to reform the INPS’s adminis-
trative bodies were first advanced by the Socialist Minister of Labour, Gaetano 
Barbareschi. His initiative was examined by the Labour Commission of the 
Consulta Nazionale, a provisional consultative assembly (September 1945–June 
1946), which supported a governing structure largely composed of workers’ 
representatives.

However, the Labour and Social Protection Committee (IX) revised the 
proposal, strengthening ministerial oversight—particularly that of the Treas-
ury—while rejecting the election of the President by the Board in favour of 
government appointment. During the subsequent period of administration by a 
government-appointed commissioner, the issue was also taken up by the Ministry 
for the Constituent Assembly, where support emerged for a more balanced, pari-
ty-based composition of the governing bodies. With the arrival of the Republic, 
governing coalitions—later led by the Christian Democrats (DC)—revisited the 
restructuring of social institutions. Their approach was corrective and incremen-
tal rather than transformative. The existing system, organised along professional 
categories, was largely preserved, with legislation addressing key deficiencies 
through supplementary laws and partial adjustments rather than through a 
comprehensive overhaul.

Within the trade union movement, significant voices called for full control 
of the Board of Directors by workers’ representatives and for the election of the 
Institute’s president. By contrast, the government maintained that the presi-
dent should remain a political appointee. The outcome reflected a convergence 
of political factors: the priorities of the Christian Democrats and the relative 
weakness and divisions fraught within the trade unions;18 and the resistance 
of employers’ organisations to an expansion of labour influence. The resulting 
scheme (No. 436/1947) thus sought to balance social representation with insti-
tutional control, reflecting the broader tension between democratic participation 
and state management.

N E G O T I A T I N G  P O W E R  A N D  R E F O R M :  T R A D E  U N I O N S ,  S O C I A L  I N S T I T U T I O N S ,  A N D 
P O S T - W A R  P O L I T I C S
In the immediate post-war years, the INPS became the focus of repeated efforts 
of institutional reorganisation. These were driven by the resurgence of trade 
unions—long marginalised under Fascism—the expanding debate on reform-
ing Italy’s social protection system, and the early political configuration of the 
governing coalition, which included Socialist and Communist representatives. 
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Together, these factors prompted a reassessment of both the Institute’s functions 
and the composition of its governing bodies.

The earliest and most substantive discussions took place within the National 
Council. In this context, the Socialist Minister of Labour, Gaetano Barbareschi, 
proposed a democratic restructuring of the INPS, emphasising the workers’ 
central role in decision-making: “… a predominance has been granted to the repre-
sentatives of workers over those of employers […] as workers have a more direct 
and immediate interest in the activities of the Institute.”19 The proposed reform 
recognised the workers’ direct interest in administering social insurance funds.

Debates unfolding in mid-1940s periodicals reflected an increasing aware-
ness of the structural weaknesses in the system. In a 1946 report in Previdenza 
Sociale, published by INPS, Giuseppe Santoro described social security legisla-
tion as fragmented and lacking coherence, and without a clear theoretical foun-
dation. He emphasised the urgency of reform, but noted that it was hindered 
by the absence of stable principles which were necessary for a coherent and 
comprehensive overhaul.20 The Atlantic Charter’s (1941) call for “freedom from 
want” required a break with individualistic and corporative ways of thinking in 
favour of a universal welfare system. In this vein, Stefano Giua criticised: “… the 
persistence of traditional conceptions […] inadequate to new social needs,” argu-
ing that the only way forward was to abandon the narrow contractual models 
which could overcome a system: “… based on a hybrid compromise between social 
solidarity and individualistic insurance principles.”21 

Reform thus signified not only administrative rationalisation but a rejection 
of fascist social legislation and a renewed commitment to redistributive justice. 
Giuseppe Orsini argued that existing insurance and welfare systems failed to 
meet workers’ expectations of social security, as reflected in growing calls for 
reform. He linked financial constraints to inefficient resource distribution, but 
more fundamentally, to the continued influence of legislation originating from 
the fascist era. In his view, only a clear break with this backwards legacy could 
enable the creation of an institution capable of securing workers a dignified 
standard of living in times of crisis.22 

The paralysis of the social insurance administrations after July 1943 
compounded these structural flaws. Deprived of governing councils and managed 
by commissioners, they remained suspended in provisional arrangements. While 
commissioners—as Romanelli at the INPS—had ensured continuity throughout 
the wartime emergency, their persistence reflected political impasse over the 
institutional composition and presidential appointment.23 As debates unfolded 
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within the governing coalition, the Barbareschi proposal was moderated. In the 
Consulta, Barbareschi defended the government’s adoption of a “middle-ground 
solution”: a balanced composition of the Institute’s governing bodies alongside 
supervisory authority for the Ministry of the Treasury, justified by the finan-
cial importance of the INPS. He emphasised that the government’s priority was 
to restore purposeful administration by ending the provisional commissioner 
system as quickly as possible.24 The debate revealed sharply divergent positions. 
The endorsement for a worker-centred Board of Directors came from Giuseppe 
Rapelli, a Christian Democrat, who argued that social insurance funds belonged 
to workers and that industrialists therefore lacked legitimate grounds for direct 
administrative involvement. He subsequently qualified his position, conceding 
that employer’s representatives might be acceptable in a strictly supervisory 
capacity, limited to one representative for industry and one for agriculture.25 
In contrast, Tito Pestellini, more aligned with employers’ interests, forcefully 
opposed any imbalance in favour of workers and insisted on maintaining parity 
between workers and employers. He argued that recent amendments—particu-
larly those expanding representation for agricultural workers—had placed 
employers at “a structural disadvantage”. Given that employers’ contributions 
constituted a part of production costs, they still possessed a legitimate right to 
oversee the proper administration of those funds.26 

Eugenio Laricchiuta, a member of the reconstituted Confederazione Gener-
ale Italiana del Lavoro (CGIL), focused on safeguarding the Institute’s auton-
omy. He proposed replacing government appointments with elected leadership 
to strengthen the INPS’s technical and institutional independence. Specifically, 
he argued that the Council should elect its own President and two Vice-Pres-
idents—representing workers and employers—and called for the exclusion of 
representatives from the Ministries of Labour and the Treasury from the Board of 
Directors. This institutional debate was closely linked to a constitutional question: 
whether the Ministry of the Treasury should exercise tutelary authority, enforcing 
hierarchical control, or be limited to function with supervisory oversight only.27

These deliberations reflected broader tensions within the post-war transition, 
including the restoration of internal democracy in social security institutions, 
demands for greater autonomy from political interference, and the challenge 
of balancing competing claims to representation among diverse social and 
economic groups. The debate over the INPS thus became a microcosm of the 
wider effort to redefine the relationship between state authority and organised 
interests in the emerging Republic.
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Trade unions advocated a comprehensive reorganisation of the social protec-
tion system, particularly a workers’ majority on the Board of Directors and the 
election of the President by the Board rather than government appointment. This 
position found some support within the political class, and elements of Gaetano 
Barbareschi’s proposal reflected key union demands.

By contrast, Confindustria, the main confederation of industrial represent-
atives, opposed sweeping reforms during the unstable republican transition. 
It argued that the role of government was to focus on urgent economic and 
social issues and defer fundamental pension reform to the Constituent Assem-
bly. At the centre of the debate was the governance of social insurance institu-
tions, especially representational parity. Confindustria’s president, Angelo Costa, 
maintained that strict equality between employers and workers was essential 
to ensure impartial administration of funds and protect all parties’ interests.28 
In the end, the prospect of a far-reaching structural overhaul of social security 
was deferred. Reform was made contingent upon future democratic delibera-
tion, grounded in technical expertise and the attainment of broad political and 
social consensus.29

The question of administrative organisation within the social protection 
system re-emerged in the deliberations of the Ministry for the Constituent Assem-
bly, notably through “Questionnaire P” prepared by the Committee for the Study 
of Labour Problems. With around 300 responses—from trade unions, employ-
ers’ organisations, and Labour Offices and Inspectorates—it provided a broad 
empirical basis for assessing institutional models.

The debate revealed a clear preference for autonomous public bodies over 
direct control by the state or trade unions. While a broad consensus supported 
parity between workers and employers, views diverged on the extent of their 
role, ranging from direct active management to consultative functions. Propos-
als for exclusive state control or unilateral working-class governance were 
rejected outright. Overall, the discussions emphasised balancing social partner 
representation to ensure impartial and independent administration, in contrast 
to the centralised model imposed under the Fascist regime.

“An absolute majority opposes state management of social insurance and its 
administration by workers’ unions. Instead, the prevailing view favours autono-
mous public institutions as the appropriate entities for managing social insurance 
[…]. The majority further maintains that the administration of the social insur-
ance system should be based on the principle of equal representation between 
workers and employers. Opinions, however, diverge regarding the nature of this 



192

participation: some support a supervisory role exercised through participation 
in the management bodies, while others would restrict such involvement to the 
board of statutory auditors. Nevertheless, even under the latter view, the partic-
ipation of state representatives in boards of auditors must never be exclusive; it 
must always be complemented by representatives of the directly concerned cate-
gories – namely, workers and employers. […]. Industrial representatives, more-
over, firmly reject any proposal that would assign the administration of social 
security exclusively or predominately to the category of workers.”30

At the same time, although parts of the labour movement continued to advo-
cate a stronger working-class presence within republican institutions, the prevail-
ing approach to reform favoured the preservation and adjustment of existing 
structures rather than their wholesale transformation. The gradual moderation 
of Italy’s political framework thus constrained the prospects for radical renewal 
of the social protection system. Early signs of tension within the national unity 
coalition had already emerged by late 1946, even before Alcide De Gasperi’s trip 
to the United States.31 

The socialist split of January 1947 further weakened governmental cohe-
sion, while a deteriorating economic situation prompted deflationary policies 
that reversed earlier inflationary measures. On 25 September 1946, the Minis-
ter of the Treasury, Giovanni Battista Bertone (DC), outlined the government’s 
approach to restoring economic and monetary stability before the Constituent 
Assembly, presenting fiscal consolidation as a precondition for recovery: “… the 
state’s balance is in disarray: it must be settled […] Financial disorder means 
general disorder […] in the long run […] a race towards the abyss. […] Imperative 
[…] to reorganise the budget.”32

From the perspective of the DC, and of De Gasperi in particular, resolv-
ing tensions with the “fourth party”—the industrial representatives and asso-
ciations—became an urgent priority in order to restore confidence amongst 
economic actors in both the Government and the DC.33 Mounting domestic 
and international pressures led De Gasperi to form a centrist government that 
marginalised the left and favoured incremental reform over profound structural 
change. Social protection was gradually extended to new groups administered 
by INPS. A mid-1950s ministerial report noted that: “… compulsory insurance for 
invalidity, old age and survivors” had been repeatedly revised to update benefits 
eroded by inflation and “… to modify their structure […] towards greater solidar-
ity.”34
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Within this framework, the trade union movement—particularly the CGIL—
advanced alternative proposals for the Institute’s structure, outlining a reform 
trajectory by the late 1940s that would endure for decades. During the Constituent 
Assembly debates, Giuseppe Di Vittorio argued that: “… social security cannot be 
separated from solidarity among all workers […] and only the State can provide 
for this.”35 While acknowledging high administrative costs, he rejected the notion 
that inefficiency was inherent to the system’s public character, instead attributing 
it to bureaucratic and top-down management rather than originating in demo-
cratic control by workers. From this perspective, only democratic management 
with direct worker involvement could ensure both efficiency and equity when 
constructing social insurance schemes. In its communications with the Ministry 
of Labour, the CGIL called for a return to the original independence of democratic 
systems founded on the principle of responsibility. This vision included electing 
the President through the Board, guaranteeing the unconditional presence of 
workers’ representatives in governing bodies, granting the Board authority to 
appoint the General Director, and excluding ministerial officials from manage-
ment, on the grounds that the Board of Statutory Auditors provided sufficient 
oversight.36 Through these demands, the CGIL sought to consolidate a model of 
institutional autonomy and social representation that stood in contrast with the 
government’s preference for controlled continuity and moderated reform.

The Ministry of the Treasury rejected the trade unions’ proposals, arguing that 
the system’s fragile condition called for rapid administrative stabilisation rather 
than far-reaching reform. It supported employers’ demand for equal representa-
tion, which aligned with government priorities, and insisted that reorganisation 
efforts were to be carried out without delay.37 

Government efforts to maintain oversight of the INPS’s finances took several 
forms. The Treasury’s General Director criticised its investment practices, and a 
request to ease restrictions on real estate and mortgage transactions was denied 
in order to avoid: “… undesirable repercussions […] unfavourable to currency 
stability”.38 Likewise, the General Accounting Office urged regulatory revisions 
that were in line with ministerial directives on subscribing to nine-year Treasury 
bonds of 1960.39 Consequently, the labour movement’s calls for redefining core 
administrative principles were set aside, under pressure from employers seek-
ing to preserve control over resources and representation. Government policy 
instead prioritised employment stabilisation and social peace through a mix of 
emergency measures and reforms in the long run.
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Although policymakers acknowledged systemic weaknesses in the system, 
they rejected rapid reorganisation in favour of gradual consolidation. In his state-
ments to the D’Aragona Committee, Alcide De Gasperi did not envisage compre-
hensive reform or link pensions to broader citizenship rights, but instead sought 
to rationalise the existing framework. Reform options were thus constrained 
from the outset by precarious public finances, with budgetary concerns limiting 
intervention and subordinating social policy in favour of fiscal stability.40

This orientation led to proposals advocating the removal of functions deemed 
extraneous to social security institutions, ensuring administrative coherence and 
efficiency. Revisions formalised by Legislative Decree No. 436 of 13 May 1947 
reflected earlier reform efforts. While workers gained a majority on the Board of 
Directors, the Decree only partially amended Royal Decree-Law No. 1827/1935, 
and the Government retained control by retaining presidential appointment 
rights and ministerial oversight.

Despite increased worker participation, the executive branch maintained 
decisive influence. As the INPS grew in social and economic importance, succes-
sive reforms expanded its responsibilities and financial commitments, making 
its governance a recurring issue in political and trade union debates and under-
scoring its central role in Italy’s post-war development.

“It will almost certainly remain evident – and, I believe, generally agreed – that 
while social assistance should not be diminished but rather strengthened, the 
implementing bodies must be improved, simplified, accelerated, and streamlined, 
which ultimately entails a reduction in costs. […]. Considering this genuine need, 
it is worth briefly noting that the role of this honourable Board of Directors could 
be rendered more effective by contributing its own insights and experience to 
the drafting of the very laws it is called upon to interpret and apply. Moreover, 
the powers and functions of both the Council and the President should be more 
clearly defined and expanded, so that they may adequately meet the require-
ments of effective and active governance.”41

The evolution of the INPS’s institutional structure must be seen within a 
broader political and social context. Efforts to reform the Institute’s governance 
were closely tied to limiting the influence of workers’ organisations over its 
management and the substantial financial resources found within. Pressure 
from employers’ representatives, aligned with government priorities, reinforced 
a principle of political balance, while the growing economic weight of the INPS 
highlights the close link between institutional change and wider political devel-
opments.
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C O N C L U S I O N S 
The war profoundly impacted Italian society, economy, and political life, prompt-
ing a reappraisal of institutional structures and power relations. The transition 
from Fascism to the Republic introduced constitutional innovation, yet many 
traditional features persisted, particularly within the bureaucratic apparatus and 
administrative culture. This transformation was neither linear nor uniform, but 
a complex process in which impulses towards renewal coexisted with unmoving 
and enduring continuities.

In the case of INPS, revisions to the composition of its central administrative 
bodies, granting greater representation to workers, marked a departure from the 
corporative principle of parity. The restoration of civil and parliamentary liberties 
reopened questions of representation and institutional authority. Trade unions 
claimed social security as an exclusive workers’ domain and demanded control 
over its governance, while employers defended equal representation. The result-
ing and finalised arrangements reflected a calibrated balance of forces, shaped 
by employer pressure and governmental directives to contain trade union influ-
ence and preserve political moderation.

These developments must be situated within the broader trajectory of the 
post-war democratisation process, a protracted and uneven procedure extend-
ing far beyond 1945. Governments consolidated INPS’s role as an implementing 
agency of social policy, yet reforms remained incremental and sectoral. Coverage 
for the general public expanded, but the Institute’s administrative structure was 
adapted rather than fundamentally transformed
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C H A P T E R  1 3

The “Two-Faced Janus” of 
Social Collaboration: The 

Consigli di Gestione in Italy 
between Corporatism and 

Industrial Democracy,  
1943–1949 

Michele Mioni

I N T R O D U C T I O N
The establishment of democracy in Italy after the Second World War entailed 
long transitions within the realm of social policy, where even pre-Fascist legacies 
persisted long after 1945.1 Workers’ participation in industry was a hot point of 
public debate at the dawn of the Republic, being a matter rooted in a long-term 
search for reconciling and representing opposing class interests into the economic 
and political institutions. Hence, Italian antifascists in 1945 faced the same issue 
that corporatist collaboration efforts had tried to solve since the late 1800s, an is-
sue that transversally concerned all European industrial societies during the 19th 
and 20th centuries.2 In this context, the debate on the Consigli di Gestione (CdG, 
Works Management Committees) involved the country’s post-war institutional 
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and socio-economic organisation.3 The CdG were introduced by the Repubblica 
Sociale Italiana (RSI, Italian Social Republic), a Nazi puppet government created 
in Northern Italy in September 1943, after the fall of Mussolini and the Fascist 
regime. The aim was enforcing industrial collaboration and countering the Re-
sistance’s influence in the factories, mostly located in the northern part of the 
country. At liberation in April 1945, the Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale Alta 
Italia (CLNAI, Committee of National Liberation for Northern Italy), gathering 
the Resistance movements, repelled all Fascist legislation frameworks except for 
the CdG. Later, the attempts at regulating the committees during the constitu-
tional debate only led to the reiteration of statements regarding the important 
principles of worker participation. Eventually, the looming Cold War divisions 
ended the national unity government in 1947, leading to the dismantling of the 
CdG beginning in 1948. This topic, however, resurfaced during the debates on 
planning policy and industrial democracy in the following decades, proving that 
workers’ participation was an issue characterised by undeniable longevity in 
post-war Italy.4 

While the 1948 Constitution proclaimed that “labour” was the foundation of 
the Italian Republic, the fundamental divergences on how to implement workers’ 
participation revealed corporatist legacies that encompassed the institutional 
and socio-economic aspects of industrial relations.5 The non-implementation of 
the Constitution’s most advanced socio-economic principles and the eviction of 
the workers from decision-making in the factories marked the demise of indus-
trial democracy in post-war Italy.6 Albeit short-lived, the documented work of 
the CdG hence shed light on the scope and limits of the Resistance’s projects to 
integrate the workers into the democratic institutions, offering an opportunity 
to study the contested visions of industrial citizenship in the post-war period.7

T W I L I G H T  A N D  R E N E W A L  O F  “ F A S C I S T ”  C O R P O R A T I S M ,  1 9 4 3 – 1 9 4 5 
Many industrial countries introduced workers’ participation to mitigate class 
struggle and ensure production efficiency beginning in the late 19th century. 
While Italy did not have similar conciliatory bodies, the Commissioni Interne 
(CI, with comparable functions to the Shop Stewards’ Committees) developed 
from company agreements and granted union representation in the factories 
beginning in 1906.8 After the Great War and the Bolshevik Revolution, factory 
councils prompted opposite proposals for socialist democracy, union control, 
or social collaboration in 1920-21.9 The socialist and Catholic unions, headed 
by Ludovico D’Aragona and Giovanni Gronchi, and the employers’ association 
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concurred that workers’ participation should be based on the wartime tripartite 
consultative committees, but they disagreed on their respective responsibilities in 
the companies.10 Eventually, Liberal governments failed to legislate on the issue, 
while fascist violence weakened labour organisations. Once in power, Fascism 
abolished the CI in 1925 and suppressed free unions to establish a corporatist 
order that eliminated class struggle in factories through an institutional, bureau-
cratic, and repressive framework.

The Fascist minority trends advocating for a more participatory model resur-
faced only during the war as the corporatist system collapsed.11 Building on the 
claim that labour was the “foundation and main object” of the RSI, the regime’s 
constitutional drafts made full political, economic, and social rights conditional 
on the idealised notional category of the worker.12 The RSI also introduced the 
so-called socialisation of industry, incorporating the newly established CdG into 
neo-Fascist corporatist ambitions. Angelo Tarchi, the Minister of Corporatist 
Economy, argued that the bill shifted the goals of social collaboration from the 
institutional to the economic sphere. While departing from earlier Fascist policy, 
it maintained the core aim of enforcing industrial peace, now pursued directly 
within the factories.13 The deliberately misleading notion of socialisation did 
not entail collectivisation of industry but referred to workers’ participation in 
the CdG, institutional bodies with deliberative and advisory roles with regard 
to production, collective agreements, welfare, and safety, as established by the 
legislation adopted in February 1944. The committees also determined profit 
sharing, intended to dissolve class antagonism and foster solidarity in the facto-
ries.14 Tarchi further conceived the CdG as a corporatist tool for economic plan-
ning without incurring direct state control. Organised in provincial and national 
committees, they were to advise the Minister on industrial planning by providing 
data on output, labour allocation, distribution, prices, and costs.15 

In practice, completed reforms were limited to CdG and profit-sharing 
schemes amid internal disagreements over the scope and aims of socialisation. 
Right-wing factions, alongside German authorities and employers, obstructed 
these measures, opposing unionists such as Giuseppe Spinelli, who instead 
hoped socialisation would dissolve class antagonism by abolishing the prole-
tarian condition.16 These demands went beyond the regime’s more moderate 
aim of reconciling class interests, and the RSI accommodated the unionists only 
late in the war, when a separate Ministry of Labour was granted to Spinelli in 
January 1945. He sought to turn the CdG into instruments of union representa-
tion, control, and propaganda in the factories, shaping them into a link between 
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state and unions.17 Spinelli also sought to accelerate their creation; a year after 
the law’s promulgation, only about sixty large and medium-sized firms—mainly 
operating in publishing—had approved statutes, while socialisation was being 
prepared in another sixty, now including heavy industry.18 The limited scope 
of socialisation reflected internal divisions and weak implementation in the 
factories. While some officials saw the measures as too limited to secure social 
peace and boost productivity, others—including industrialists—argued that 
participation should not extend to co-management, which they feared would 
lead to Soviet-style state capitalism, the very outcome neo-Fascist legislation 
sought to prevent.19 Also Nazi authorities were sceptical about the committees, 
fearing they would “cause an almost permanent conflict between Capital and 
Labour”, disrupting the productive efficiency of the factories that worked for the 
German war machine.20 Lastly, this measure antagonised the employers who 
were worried about the collectivisation of their enterprises, while the workers 
remained indifferent or hostile, swelling the ranks of the Resistance and waiting 
for a revolutionary outcome of the war.21

Benito Mussolini hoped that the RSI reforms would prove to be “social 
mines” that would explode on the Anglo-Americans and the Resistance after 
the war.22 Unionists more genuinely saw workers’ participation as the basis for a 
new social order. In the final months of the war, they even sought contact with 
socialists, believing the conflict had given workers a new role in political and 
socio-economic life, regardless of what regime remained in power. They looked 
for common ground with parts of the Resistance, presenting the committees as 
core institutions of a “true democracy of labour” that would transcend the “liber-
al-bourgeois” system after the war.23

“ C A P I T A L  A N D  L A B O U R  F O R  T H E  R E C O N S T R U C T I O N ”,  1 9 4 5 – 1 9 4 6
The antifascist movements discussed workers’ participation in their post-war 
programmes, rejecting the RSI’s legislation touting it as a ploy to subjugate work-
ers.24 As the antifascist parties created the Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale 
(CLN, National Liberation Committee), free unions and employers agreed on 
reintroducing the CI in September 1943, the debate on the CdG gained momen-
tum by these developments.25 The Catholics supported co-determination to 
ensure interclass solidarity, increased productive capacity, emancipation of the 
workers, while counteracting state control and collectivism.26 Principles of social 
collaboration also informed Lib-Lab currents within the CLN, which promoted 
mixed committees to organise clandestine activity in factories and serve as a 
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blueprint for post-war reconstruction based on self-governance and cooperation, 
in opposition to state bureaucracy and corporatism.27 The social-communists 
rejected this collaborative framework, believing that workers should take the 
economic and political lead after the war.28 From summer 1944 to April 1945, 
more than 500 underground CLN factory committees were formed in Northern 
Italy, which protected the plants against the Germans after the employers fled 
and often supervised production, acquiring new technical competencies in the 
transition from war to peace.29 On the eve of liberation, the CLNAI repealed the 
legislation on socialisation except for the CdG, which was deemed necessary to 
guarantee “the continuity and improvement of productive activity, in the spirit 
of securing an effective national solidarity”.30 

After the war, many CdG officials in medium and large companies oversaw 
corporate welfare and advised on production measures and modernisation 
efforts. They were coordinated by industry-based committees at the provincial 
level all across Northern Italy, which sought supervisory roles granting influence 
over individual firms and national policy.31 These requests aligned with the strat-
egy of the social-communists, who wanted to frame the CdG as a force for grass-
root democracy in the political, administrative and socio-economic spheres.32 
Social collaboration hence should serve “the common interest of the reconstruc-
tion, enhancing the workers’ sense of national responsibility” through partici-
patory bodies, rather than to instigate corporatist particularism.33 In autumn 
1945, all Resistance movements in the CLNAI agreed to regulate the status of the 
committees.34 This compromise did not resolve fundamental divisions between 
Catholics, liberals, and employers who found themselves on one side of the strug-
gle and the social-communists on the other. The former confined the CdG to 
technical advisory roles within the industry, while industrialists opposed them 
outright, arguing they undermined economic freedom and efficiency by allow-
ing excessive opportunities for workers’ demands. The left, by contrast, main-
tained that the CdG promoted collaboration and national solidarity and should 
therefore be granted regulatory powers and a supra-company structure.35 This 
controversy fell within the scope of the concerns regarding the socio-political 
stabilisation of the country after the war. The Allies solicited the abrogation of 
the RSI’s reforms, harmonising Northern Italy with the more moderate social 
legislation present in the South, fearing that the CdG escaped the control of the 
new authorities and jeopardised the normalisation of industrial relations.36 The 
experts at the Ministry of Industry, Trade and Labour worried that the CdG 
were a social-communist scheme to introduce collectivism under the guise of 
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class collaboration rhetoric.37 The CLNAI commissioners were likewise wary of 
abolishing all neo-Fascist social provisions outright, despite their “demagogic” 
aims. They argued that indiscriminate repeal of provisions legislation already in 
place would make the new democracy appear more conservative than Fascism, 
risking alienating workers from the new institutions.38 

The dualism between Rome and Northern Italy persisted until the CLN 
absorbed the CLNAI in February 1946, and the June 1946 elections for the 
Constituent Assembly brought the CLN to an end. The constitutional debate in 
turn strengthened the CdG movement, which had already established a coordi-
nating committee in the North in November 1945 to advocate its position across 
party boundaries and promote the creation of committees nationwide.39 This 
unified direction reflected the organisational growth of the CdG, which had 
already developed territorial and sectoral coordinating bodies in Northern and 
Central Italy and expanded across private, semi-state, and municipal medium 
and large companies, as well as sectors such as hospitals, farms, banks, and 
schools. This expansion underpinned their ambition to shape the reconstruc-
tion process of Italy following the war, as the “converging interests” of productive 
forces were expected to influence the socio-economic provisions of the Consti-
tution under discussion.40 The CdG movement proclaimed to be non-partisan, 
non-class and non-revolutionary, and maintained its only aim was social collab-
oration.41 However, its agenda moved closer to that of the Marxist parties, which 
supported legal recognition of the committees and their role in participatory 
planning. At the same time, the CdG’s goal of settling industrial conflict aligned 
with the social-communists’ legalist approach, which sought to dissuade tensions 
that could jeopardise the unity government and the democratic transition.42 The 
first national congress of the CdG in October 1946 upheld the line of autonomy 
from parties and social partners’ organisations, arguing that the committees’ aims 
were incompatible with sectionalism. It endorsed a supra-company structure—
vertical (by industry) and horizontal (by province)—to advise the government 
on industrial planning, maintaining that integrating workers into policymaking 
would prevent a return to harmful collusion between industrialists and ministe-
rial bureaucracy and ensure more democratic and participatory representation.43 
The committees’ call for legal recognition and regulation within the democratic 
state was taken up by the attending ministers: the socialist Rodolfo Morandi 
(Industry), the communist Emilio Sereni (Post-War Assistance), and the reform-
ist D’Aragona, now Minister of Labour and Social Insurance.
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T H E  W O R K E R S ’  P A R T I C I P A T I O N  I N  T H E  C O N S T I T U T I O N A L  D E B A T E ,  1 9 4 6 – 1 9 4 7
In the same period, two commissions on labour and economic issues examined 
workers’ participation from January to June 1946 in preparation for the Con-
stituent Assembly. Members of the CdG, along with workers’ and employers’ 
representatives, took part in these technical and political discussions.44 The re-
port for the labour commission, prepared by a former supporter of corporatism, 
argued that work committees and employee share schemes had not historically 
resulted in industrial democracy. Within a capitalist framework, such institutions 
could neither transform ownership structures nor overcome the divide between 
political and social representation. The report concluded that “social democracy 
[…] the natural and necessary complement to political democracy” should inte-
grate workers’ political and socio-economic rights.45 Interviews with workers, 
employers, and experts revealed broad support for establishing the CdG, but 
disagreement over its functions. Employers sought to limit its officials to technical 
advisory roles, while workers and civil servants supported deliberative powers in 
industrial management and the inclusion of worker representatives in govern-
ing bodies—an option employers firmly rejected.46 The commission ultimately 
recommended the legal recognition of the CdG and the constitutionalisation of 
workers’ participation to mark: “… a decisive and irreversible step towards the 
collaboration among productive forces in the higher interest of the nation and its 
economy.”47 It also proposed involving unions in the CdG and creating a national 
coordinating body, modelled on existing structures in Northern Italy, to prevent 
corporatist practices within companies.

The newly elected Constituent Assembly appointed the Third Sub-Com-
mission to discuss social, economic and labour matters in July 1946. There, the 
communist leader of the union argued that the recognition of CI and CdG allowed 
the working class to exercise its “social function of general interest” in the factories 
against capitalist and particularist vested interests.48 By contrast, Catholic union-
ists such as Gronchi supported co-determination and profit-sharing initiatives to 
link workers more closely to the companies they worked for. Marxists opposed 
this as undermining working-class solidarity, accusing Christian Democrats of 
reintroducing a corporatist model that bound employers and workers within 
the company.49 Meanwhile, the ministers who attended the first CdG congress 
followed through on their commitment. D’Aragona’s more moderate bill was 
merged with Morandi’s December 1946 proposal, which endorsed the CdG’s role 
in national economic planning.50 The socialist project conceived the CdG as a 
tool of grassroots industrial democracy complementing political institutions and 
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granting workers political and economic rights. The introductory report rejected 
revolutionary aims, arguing that similar measures in capitalist countries did not 
subvert the socio-economic order but on the contrary improved productivity and 
political stability. Morandi’s proposal was nonetheless torpedoed among growing 
opposition to workers’ participation and a change of course in the public debate 
that signalled a more tense political climate between January and May 1947. The 
employers stiffened their position against the committees, which they regarded 
as a threat to the existing socio-economic order and to the post-war recovery 
because they introduced bureaucratic overreach and disrupted productive effi-
ciency.51 Industrialists and committee leaders accused each other of pursuing a 
sectionalist policy. The former argued that only full restoration of free enterprise 
defended the general interest, scaring the middle class with “tyrannical” expan-
sion of the state and renewed social divisions.52 The committees, on the other 
hand, claimed that the employers’ organisations wanted to continue a consoci-
ational strategy as was observed during Fascism, hindering national solidarity.53 
Divergences also widened within the labour movement. Unions feared corpo-
ratist overrepresentation if the CdG became too independent and sought closer 
ties with the CI to secure representation in both social and economic matters. By 
contrast, CdG leaders favoured a separation between class demands pursued by 
the CI and the interclass collaboration promoted by the CdG.54 

In the same year, a national agreement on the CI confirmed unions’ prefer-
ence for centrally negotiated industrial relations over company-level arrange-
ments. Catholics and liberals also resisted granting supra-company advisory 
roles to the CdG, fearing this would enable state control of companies. They 
instead saw the committees as technical bodies created to rationalise production 
and improve welfare within individual firms, thereby mitigating class conflict.55 
The controversy over the CdG led to a compromise in the Constituent Assembly 
and the adoption of Gronchi’s proposal, which framed workers’ participation 
as collaboration to improve productivity, without specifying how it should be 
implemented.56 The constitutional article no. 46 passed in May 1947, the same 
period in which the national unity government ended due to growing domestic 
and international tensions. 

F R O M  P O S T - W A R  C O L L A B O R A T I O N  T O  C O L D  W A R  D I V I S I O N S ,  1 9 4 7 – 1 9 4 9
After being ousted from government, left-wing parties used the CdG movement to 
denounce what they saw as “collusion” between capitalist interests and the state, 
pursuing a corporatist, anti-labour policy in continuity with Fascism and shifting 
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the costs of post-war reconstruction onto workers.57 Committee leaders accused 
this political bloc of betraying Resistance promises to give workers a leading role 
in factories and the national economy. At the second CdG congress, Morandi 
and Sereni abandoned collaboration in favour of socialist transformation based 
on workers’ control, nationalisation of key industries, democratisation of state 
economic bodies inherited from Fascism, and legal recognition of the CdG.58 

These demands clashed with government’s tighter monetary policies and 
repression of industrial action from mid-1947. In response, the CdG movement 
shifted from collaboration to confrontation, aligning more closely with unions 
and the CI. It advocated expansion of provisional measures and full employ-
ment against the austerity championed by the government, which brought rising 
unemployment, low wages, deflation, and underinvestment.59 The CdG also crit-
icised Italy’s decision to join the US-sponsored European Recovery Program and 
the early European integration, which the committees believed had a harmful 
impact on the country’s productive capacity and strategic choices in the inter-
national economic policy in favour of US interests.60 The CdG aligned now 
with the left-wing parties against the domestic and international positioning of 
the Christian Democrats that anchored Italy to the Western Bloc, whereas the 
CdG movement wanted to maintain political and economic relations with both 
camps operating across the Iron Curtain.61 In this phase, the CdG coordinating 
committee acted mainly as a link between socio-economic and political spheres. 
It supplied the social-communist parties and unions with data on industrial 
production, used in opposition to Italy’s alignment with the West, which was 
portrayed as a betrayal of national interests in favour of transnational capital 
and NATO’s belligerent policy.62 

Between 1947 and 1948, abandoning the initial collaborative strategy pushed 
the CdG towards a more explicit class approach when operating within facto-
ries. The movement drew closer to the union-controlled CI, traditionally used 
to advocate for workers’ demands. Whereas the CdG had earlier distinguished 
themselves from the CI due to differing roles and composition, employer resist-
ance and the Christian Democrats’ shift forced them to rely more on the Commis-
sioni Interne to maintain a presence in the factories.63 The latter, indeed, was a 
more established institution with a larger following amongst workers and the 
only recognised workers’ institution by a national agreement between social 
partners.64 The shift led the CdG movement to absorb several union demands 
and endorse the Marxist view that post-war state capitalism favoured trusts 
and monopolies, producing anti-labour policies and sectional interests rather 
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than safeguarding the common good.65 While the committees did not abandon 
social collaboration, they argued that only labour organisations pursued partic-
ipatory, decentralised, and democratic approaches to production and planning, 
as opposed to corporatism and state control.66 

The third CdG national congress in December 1948 highlighted both the 
movement’s growth and the limits of possible action without the backing of a 
legal framework. Nearly 600 committees operated in medium and large firms in 
north-western Italy, involving about 750,000 workers and coordinated by bodies 
organised by territory, industry, or company.67 This growing entrenchment led the 
movement’s leaders to focus on organisation and drafting a CdG statute. Congress 
also confirmed the strategy of working through party representatives to advance 
the committees’ agenda. The committees’ new proposals dropped supra-com-
pany coordination, stepping back from Morandi’s proposal and acknowledging 
that planning was no longer feasible in the new political context.68 The Christian 
Democrats’ victory in 1948 and subsequent splits of Catholics and social demo-
crats from the trade union confederation in 1948–50 reflected shifts that blocked 
the CdG’s implementation. From 1949, the committees were dismantled, while 
the government pursued anti-labour policies, sidelining industrial democracy. 
Unions instead strengthened the more established CI to maintain a factory pres-
ence. Left-wing parties also withdrew support, viewing the CdG as either too 
radical in a rightward climate or too corporatist in promoting cooperation with 
employers.69 

C O N C L U S I O N
The dual nature of the Consigli di Gestione was illustrated by the image of a 
“two-faced Janus that said “revolution” on one face and “pacification” on the 
other”.70 However, the true alternative was not class struggle versus interclass 
cooperation, but what form of social collaboration that was desirable to achieve. 
The dualism between corporatism and industrial democracy crossed the debate 
on the committees, regardless of the political government systems that succeeded 
one another in Italy from periods of war to peace, due to the structural needs to 
govern the economy and ensure the representation of social interests. The RSI in-
troduced the CdG to pursue the “third way” between capitalism and collectivism 
that Fascism had already sought for twenty years, by shifting corporatist concil-
iation from political institutions to the factories.71 The Resistance and the CdG 
movement also wanted more collaborative industrial relations, but they framed 
the committees as a grassroot democracy that complemented parliamentary 
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institutions and union representation.72 During the Constituent debate, this vi-
sion gave way to a political compromise that shifted focus on political democracy 
and union freedom to further workers’ interests, while the Catholic corporatist 
conceptions influenced the discussion on workers’ participation.73 Lastly, Italy’s 
pro-western orientation after 1948 prompted the development of a mixed econ-
omy that dashed the CdG movement’s hopes to co-determine industrial policy. 	

Although the CdG’s experience showed that corporatist legacies shaped the 
Italian industrial, institutional and ideological frameworks after 1945, neither 
corporatist nor industrial democracy versions of the Consigli di Gestione were 
embedded into the model of industrial relations in Italy.74 This outcome fell within 
the generally limited application of the socio-economic democratic aspirations of 
what the public debate often called the “unimplemented Constitution”.75 None-
theless, the social ideas of the Resistance had a fundamental importance in post-
war Italy. The debate on workers’ control in the late 1950s and the quests for 
direct democracy during workers’ struggles in the 1960s and 1970s reignited the 
claims already made by the CdG in 1945-48.76 The 1970 Statute of the Workers 
that democratised industrial relations was viewed as the achievement of the 1948 
principles on workers’ participation.77 The antifascist Constitution hence gave 
direction for expanding the boundaries of industrial democracy in Italy after 1945.
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