
 

                                  

 

 

Practising the Common Good
Philanthropic Practices in Twentieth-Century Denmark
Egholm, Liv

Document Version
Accepted author manuscript

Published in:
International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society

DOI:
10.1007/s10767-020-09374-4

Publication date:
2021

License
Unspecified

Citation for published version (APA):
Egholm, L. (2021). Practising the Common Good: Philanthropic Practices in Twentieth-Century Denmark.
International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society, 34(2), 237–252. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-020-
09374-4

Link to publication in CBS Research Portal

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us (research.lib@cbs.dk) providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-020-09374-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-020-09374-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-020-09374-4
https://research.cbs.dk/en/publications/9201e4dc-4281-414c-8f7b-19ade80f0cbb


Practising the Common Good: Philanthropic Practices in
Twentieth-Century Denmark
Liv Egholm, 

Email le.mpp@cbs.dk

Department of Management, Politics and Philosophy Copenhagen Business School, Porcelanshaven 18a, 2000
Frederiksberg, Denmark

1✉

1

e.Proofing https://eproofing.springer.com/journals_v2/printpage.php?token=5PiSO2s-985E3UO4C5_rM1cj...

3 af 33 26.08.2020 17.27



Abstract

Since  the  beginning  of  the  1990s,  civil  society  has  attracted  both  scholarly  and  political  interest  as  the  ‘third
sphere’ outside the state and the market, strongly amplified by the sectorial conceptualisation of state, market and
civil society. In contrast, this article shows that civil society is and has never been a pre-existing location separated
from state and market. Its boundaries are constantly produced through practices interweaving political, economic
and moral components. This will be studied through an exemplary Danish historical case of the Egmont Foundation
1920–2018. The study shows how different and changing philanthropic practices took part in producing distinction
between state, market and civil society by demarcating categories of deserving and underserving needy as part of
the ‘common good’ through changing donation practices and organisational forms. As a consequence, we can trace
ongoing  re-distributions  of  power  relations  in  society  over  time.  The  study’s  contribution  to  develop  a  post-
sectorial concept of civil society is two-fold: first, by showing how political, economic and moral components are
interlinked  through  the  ongoing  stabilisation  of  the  ‘common’  and  the  ‘good’;  second,  by  showing  how these
interlinks and transgression constantly re-distribute power relations in society and in turn create possibilities and
limits for actions both in past, present and future.
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This article is written as part of the 5-year Carlsberg granted project ‘Civil society in the shadow of the state’ and
based on uncensored archival material to which I was generously granted access by the Egmont Foundation.

AQ1

Since the beginning of the 1990s, civil society has been defined in a variety of ways: as a normatively privileged site
of communication and ‘the public sphere’, a resource for democratisation processes and social cohesion, and a
provider of necessary welfare services in a welfare state in dire straits—in other words, as safeguarding the common
good of society and as a bulwark to state and market forces. However, such a view of civil society as a privileged
sphere outside the state and market, predominant in both political discourse and most academic debates, upholds a
sharp distinction between the three sectors, each with its inherent distinct logic. Conversely, this article claims that
civil society is not a pre-existing or given sector. Instead, it argues that civil society as an empirical location, with
boundaries separating it from state and market, is produced through conceptual and organisational practices and
action.

AQ2

Studying philanthropic endeavours in Denmark from 1920 until today has shown that practices of philanthropic
investment have had and still have an essential effect on defining what is ‘common’ and what is ‘good’ in changing
historical settings (Lichterman and Eliasoph 2014). The definition of the ‘common good’ in society is carefully
interwoven with the current moral order of a society. It regulates which categories of groups are included in or
excluded from society, and by which terms of behaviours (Clemens 2010; Clemens and Guthrie 2011; Popielarz 2016)
and values (Alexander 2006). The battle over who are needy and what need is reveals how boundaries of the common
good are continually drawn. Throughout time, philanthropic practices have played an essential part in this battle.
Although philanthropic organisations in the sector model are placed within civil society, the philanthropy of
foundation-owned businesses (FoBs)—as thriving enterprises owned by a foundation donating their revenue for the
common good—naturally interlinks political, economic and moral components. Their practices thus provide an
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obvious entrance to studying how the changing definitions of the needy and of need play a significant role in
producing the common good and redistribute power relations in society. This redistribution simultaneously affects the
distinctions between state, market and civil society.

This concrete study emerges from a broader historical study of the role played by Danish philanthropic gift-giving
practices in defining the historical changeable definitions of the common good from the time of the Danish
Constitution in 1849 until today. Specifically, this study scrutinises how civil society was produced through ongoing
boundary-drawing practices of the common good in Denmark in the twentieth century, by asking the following: (1)
which definitions of the common good are established through philanthropic conceptual, categorial, organisational
and donation practices over time; (2) how these practices interweave political, economic and moral components; (3)
which boundaries are drawn through the process; and (4) how that redistributes power relations in society. Concretely,
this article focuses on an exemplary Danish historical case of the Egmont Foundation 1920–2018. The study shows
the following: (1) how the boundaries between civil society, state and market are unstable and change over time; (2)
how different and changing philanthropic practices play their part in producing a distinction between state, market
and civil society through organising and conceptualising donations to the deserving needy as part of the common
good; and (3) how this, in turn, produces specific versions and visions of what civil society is, could do and should
do.

The remainder of this article is organised as follows. The next section identifies the limitations of the sector model as
an analytical take on civil society, philanthropy and the common good. I then outline a post-sectoral analytical
approach embedded in processual-practice theory, the research design and the analytical material of the concrete
historical study. The section after that shows—through an empirical historical comparison of the Egmont
Foundation’s philanthropic practices (donating, conceptualising, categorising and organising) in 1920–1979 and
1979–2018—how practices are modes of stabilising the boundaries of the common good. Last, I discuss how these
findings contribute to developing a post-sectoral concept of civil society. I do this by showing how political,
economic and moral components are interlinked in the ongoing stabilisation and destabilisation of the ‘common’ and
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the ‘good’, and that these interlinks and transgressions always create possibilities and limits for actions in the past,
present and future.

The Sector Model and the Common Good
For more than 25 years, the concept of civil society has been discussed widely. From the early 1990s, civil society
came to be seen as inhabiting a specific role not only as the bulwark against the systemic excesses of the state but
also as a transformative and privileged space of critique, identifying civil society as encompassing places
safeguarding the common good (Gouldner 1980; Arato 1981; Keane 1998; Arato and Cohen 1988). With few
exceptions, the debate has two key strings. First, it localises civil society empirically in a particular social sphere or
sector formed by voluntary clubs and associations constituting an independent sector of society that can be
distinguished from the family, state and economy. On the other hand, it gives rise to a more normative definition of
civil society from which particular motives, modes of action and interaction are preferable and seen as key to the very
idea of civil society. Both strings strengthen the sector model as an explanatory and analytical framework in which
the lines between state, market and civil society—and their inherent content and normativity—are already predefined.
The division between the sectors and especially the universal idea of ‘good’ and ‘common’ values, relations and
characteristics ascribed to civil society are still central in understanding and explaining its actual and potential role in
our societies. Its inherent normativity has produced an understanding of the civil society in constant danger of being
‘colonised’ by the economic and political realms (e.g. Cohen and Arato 1992, p. 565; Habermas 1989), replicated as a
mantra of civil societies’ vulnerability.

Despite the apparent advantages as an analytical and heuristic tool, the a priori division between the sectors of state,
market and civil society tends to separate societal practices of civil society from those in other parts of society,  civil-
society civil society organisations  from other types of organisations, politics of the state from politics of civil society,
and the economy of the market from that of civil society. Consequently, it tends to disregard heterogeneous
virtues/values, and the number of transactions and bureaucratic institutions in civil society; it also replace "it also
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conceals"replace with: thereby concealing conceals the dynamics interweaving politics, the economy and moral
components, blurring the boundaries of the three sectors in practice. By the same token, the sector model’s a priori
characteristic of either empirical organisational forms or specific normative values stands in the way of a thorough
empirical analysis of how distinctions and boundaries between state, market and civil society are continuously
produced through discursive, organisational and material practice. More concretely, it does not seem desirable to
measure civil society mainly as a space with (supposedly) predefined components, borders and specific values (for a
detailed criticism of the sector model, see Egholm and Kaspersen 2020).

An Analytical Approach: Practices and Process
In contrast to the sector model, this article offers to reverse the idea that civil society exists as a societal sphere where
civil action and social critique have a privileged space. Instead, it draws on a processual-practice perspective, in
which actors’ ongoing doing, evaluation and production of the common good—and thus practising of the boundaries
between civil society, state and market—become the centre of the analysis. More specifically, the article emphasises
the practice and production of civil society as a new research agenda beyond the sector model.

Contributing to such questioning, a somewhat scattered body of research has recently applied different lines of
analysis. One is concerned with boundary- and sector-crossing research, focusing on current trends of hybrid
organisations, where commercial and non-profit activities are combined, simultaneously fulfilling social tasks and
meeting consumer demands (Brandsen et al. 2005; Dees and Anderson 2003; Evers and Laville 2004; Evers 2009;
Ebrahim et al. 2014)—for example, social enterprises (Dart 2004), social investments (Anheier and Archambault
2014) and other organisational forms mixing state, business and civil-society logics (Austin 2006; Dees and Anderson
2006; Austin et al. 2012; Mair et al. 2015). Spanning the more traditional understanding of hybridisation, Dekker
(2009) stresses the value of civility in hybrid organisations instead of organisational characteristics as the target point,
and Brandsen et al. (2005) suggest treating the third sector’s rationality as characterised by specific ways of coping
with hybridity and change.

e.Proofing https://eproofing.springer.com/journals_v2/printpage.php?token=5PiSO2s-985E3UO4C5_rM1cj...

8 af 33 26.08.2020 17.27



AQ3

Another string of research is a more processual-practice perspective on civil society, focusing on how practices create
civil society, civility or the boundary between state and civil society. Prominent examples emphasise them as products
of symbolic constructs (Alexander 2006; Cefaï et al. 2015), define behavioural actions (Clemens and Guthrie 2011;
Popielarz 2016), and identify how civil actions span boundaries and create new organisational forms (Eliasoph 2012;
Lichterman and Eliasoph 2014). They also study how public problems emerge and become objects of dispute, leading
to mobilisation and stabilisation until new controversies are opened (Cefaï 1999), and how legitimacy is a process not
a property that can be definitively obtained (Egholm et al. 2019), illustrating the ways in which the regimes of
‘organised welfare mix’ undergo processes of permanent dis- and reorganisation (Bode 2006), or how civil society
becomes manufactured (Brandsen et al. 2014) or created as a social entity (Egholm and Kaspersen 2020). Although
there are observable differences between these scholars and their specific take on civil society, they share an
attentiveness to practices, relations and processes that fit with a broader movement within the social sciences.

These lines of research have often been coined ‘the practice turn’ within diverse disciplines: philosophy, cultural
theory, history, sociology, anthropology, organisation studies, and science and technology studies (e.g. Nicolini 2013;
Miettinen et al. 2009; Orlikowski 2010; Gherardi 2016) Thus, theories of practice have taken many directions, with
different and almost contrary theoretical inspiration points (Corradi et al. 2010; Gherardi et al. 2013; Guzman 2013;
Schatzki et al. 2001)—including Heidegger, Wittgenstein, Foucault, Giddens, Bourdieu, American pragmatism and
sociology of translations (actor–network theory).

This study follows the theories of practice inspired by American pragmatism as a starting point and conceptualises
practice as a mode of stabilising the flow or processes of the common good that contributes, at a given point in time,
to its definition and control. In this landscape, practices operate within the process of becoming, which has
consequences at the ontological level. Things and social entities as ‘the common good’ or ‘civil society’ cannot be
seen or investigated as a substance (Mead 1932; Abbott 2016). Instead, they are investigated for how they emerge as
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social entities through the linking of actions, conceptualisation and institutions in an ongoing flux (Mead 1932;
Langley and Tsoukas 2012). This approach traces the emergence of stabilisations and fragile divisions between
entities (e.g. civil society, state and market) and definitions—e.g. the needy being stabilised (Whitehead 1978; Hernes
2014) through the ongoing enactment of social life (Kennedy and Fiss 2013). Thus, change does not happen to things:
entities are the outcome of the ongoing flux of life and become constituted through social practices over time
(Maguire and Hardy 2013). The practice perspective is frequently connected with re-evaluating how civil society is
produced, enacted and instituted, and how entities are continually created, recreated and (re)produced through
material and discursive practices. Thus, the prevailing ideas of solidarity, common good and civil society are seen not
as predefined, but as unfolding through actions and thoughts, creating social organisation and distinctive capacities
for action (Calhoun 2005, p. 276).

This has led to re-examining the dynamics between entities and boundaries, emphasising that social entities come into
existence when social actors and events  link/knot link/knot different elements together boundaries (Carlile 2002;
Abbott 1995, 2001). This implies that the becoming of civil society must be studied through the creative force of how
boundaries are constantly drawn linked/knotted through practices in assemblages creating social entities (Latour
1999; Latour and Weibel 2005; Cefaï 1999; Callon 1980, 1998); asking what is separated through such boundary
drawings (Abbott 2001); and how these boundary drawings affect the potentiality of which practices can take place
(Alexander 2006, 2019), and impacting the becoming of social entities and their future avenues (Mead 1932;
Abbott 2001).

Consequently, this study emphasises how philanthropic practices knot different and sometimes seemingly unrelated
heterogeneities of concepts and categorisations in momentary and fragile stabilisation of the common good,
scrutinising which ones affect the philanthropic practices produced, and how these practices gain effect. In short,
what knowledge and understanding is legitimised through philanthropic practices (i.e. how can we think about and
understand the common good over time)? Moreover, how do these practices achieve agency (i.e. affect the
distinctions between civil society, state and market)? By shedding light on both the immediate context of
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philanthropic practices and the practices that formed their institutional context (Gherardi and Perrotta 2011, p. 598;
Cooper and Perkins 2012), we can trace how the common good over time was stabilised and produced through, of and
in philanthropic practices—and how they were woven into a complex and interrelated texture, influencing past,
present and future boundary drawing between state, market and philanthropic endeavours.

Research Design and Analytical Material
The study follows and maps how and what kind of ordering principles defined and promoted the current moral order
of the common good—and consequently which power effects constantly reproduced the lines between state, market
and civil society. Concretely, through an exemplary historical study of a Danish FoB’s philanthropic endeavours, this
article studies how philanthropic practices achieve agency. It starts with the philanthropic foundation’s effort to
legitimise and stabilise the changing definitions of the common good, studying how these attempts interweave other
actors, concepts and practices.

Methodologically, the philanthropic practices are studied as an order-producing device, tending to momentary
stabilise the common good (Gherardi 2016). The analysis scrutinises which practices took place, how these practices
were enacted and which power relations were thus (re)produced. The study traces how philanthropic practices link
heterogeneities of political, economic and moral components—and consequently redistribute power relations in
society, through the a historical case study of how the Egmont Foundation s a Danish FoB’s philanthropic
practices created and recreated the common good in the twentieth century. Concretely, the analysis traces the concepts
and categorisations used to legitimise the common good, donation recipients and organisation of this activity (see
Table 1). By tracing and mapping how the interrelated network promoted and legitimised the common good, the
stabilisation and destabilisation of the boundaries between state, market and civil society come to the fore.
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Table 1

Concepts and categorisations used to legitimise the common good, donation recipients and organisation
AQ4

Legitimation of the
common good through Operationalised

Concepts Concepts used to identify and define who are needy and what need is.

Categorisation Categorisations of specific groups in society through identifying them as needy. Carving out
already existing groups and create new not yet acknowledged groups in society.

Donation The concrete money given. Identifying the groups/types of beneficiaries

Organising How donations are given. Which partnerships were entailed and developed? How is
legitimation sustained.

Visiting the Archives
In order to follow and flesh out the historical philanthropic practices in process, the study embarked on archival
material using an ethnographic strategy (Rowlinson et al. 2014, p. 266). It builds on extensive archival studies from
full and uncensored access to the Egmont ’ Foundation´s s own material and digital archives from 1878 until today,
the national archive, and the archives of relevant ministries and social legislation. The Foundation’s archives
comprise numerous materials, including tax reports, board agendas and minutes, chairperson’s correspondence,
donation principles, financial reports, progress reports and negotiations on funded projects, letters to/from
shareholders, newspaper articles, company newsletters, annual reports, homepages, official definitions of
beneficiaries, and charter revisions.

Philanthropic endeavours are surrounded and guided by arguments legitimising why, how and to whom to give,
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pointing out behaviours and values attributed to the ‘common good’. These arguments, and their stabilisation and
fragility, can be traced through the arguments evoked in wills, charters, board minutes, correspondence and different
forms of presentations. Although the arguments might indicate who are legitimate receivers of donations and seen as
part of the common good, other groups and categories might come into play. The receivers and numbers of donations
to different groups are traceable in the archives, which comprehensively record all accounts and financial statements.
These records also display how donations were given, and the organising practices of partnerships and networks
involved. The archives of social law throughout the period identify stabilisations and retract the configurations of
concepts, categories, donations and organisational practices that contribute at some stage to defining and controlling
the common good (Table 2).

Table 2

Stabilisations and configurations of concepts, categories, donations and organisational practices

Analytical foci Material used

Concepts
Original charter, charter revisions, agendas and minutes from the board, the chairman’s
correspondence, principles for donations, official definitions of beneficiaries. Legislative work and
social laws

Categorisation of
groups

Original charter, charter revisions, agendas and minutes from the board, the chairman’s
correspondence, principles for donations, official definitions of beneficiaries. Legislative work and
social laws

Donations Tax reports, financial reports and running reports

Organising
partnerships and
networks

The chairman’s correspondence, negotiations with the projects funded throughout time, letters to and
from different shareholders, newspaper articles of the Egmont foundation, company newsletters,
public available yearbooks, homepages.

AQ5
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Coding in the Archives
The original ordering principles in Egmont’s archives were based on chronology and topics, requiring a thoroughly
iterative reading of all material to spot relevant sources, categorisations and conceptualisations, and to compare the
monetary amounts and donations throughout the period. The vast amount of material necessitated a combination of
temporal, thematic, content, word and relational coding. Using NVivo software, I first used open-coding (Strauss and
Corbin 1990), tracing the wording and concepts related to the Foundation’s legitimations and definitions of who/what
comprised the common good over time. It became apparent that concepts, categorisations, partnerships and
beneficiaries were the locus for destabilisations and restabilisations of the common good. Second, I grouped these
entries into more stable content constructs through similarities and differences over time. This showed restabilisations
coinciding with the Foundation’s charter revisions. To identify the extent and effect of the philanthropic practices, the
third coding round traced these concepts and categorisations through further contextualising archival studies of
Danish legislative discussions, practices and laws. Tracing the similarity of concepts, categorisations, partnerships
and beneficiaries within state legislation and wording of social laws over time enabled us to identify the imprint of
philanthropic practices into momentarily stable legislative constructs. This led to the fourth round of relational
coding, tracing the partnerships and networks involved in the transfer of philanthropic endeavours to and from state
regulations, and the wording of social laws. Fifth, I traced which entities were established, through the boundary
drawings. These coding rounds analysed the broader field in which interactions took place, and how civil society

concurrently was produced, through the ongoing boundary-drawing practices of the common good in Denmark
throughout the twentieth century (Table 3).

Table 3

Coding rounds, description and findings
AQ6

Coding rounds Description Findings

1st round Tracing the foundation’s legitimations and Concepts, categorisations, beneficiaries as venue for
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Coding rounds Description Findings
  Open coding of
content and words

definition of who and what were included in
/excluded from the common good over time

stabilisation and de-stabilisation of
inclusion/exclusion.

2nd round
  Content analysis in a
temporal perspective

Entries from 1 round grouped through
similarities and differences throughout time

Re-stabilisation took place around revisions of
charter.
A timeline was developed.

3rd round
  Contextualising and
comparing timeframe

Trace the grouped concepts, categorisations
and beneficiaries to Danish legislative
discussion, practices and social laws

Identify the imprint of philanthropic practices.
The existence and use of concepts, categorisations
and beneficiaries in social laws, showed momentary
stabilisation and acceptance of definitions.

4th round
Relational coding

Which actors were involved in defining
concepts, categories and beneficiaries and
how did this take place

Identifying actors involved in boundary drawing
practices.

5th round
Relational power
analysis

Which entities were established through the
boundary drawing and what was the
consequence in distribution of power
relations.

Identify the emerging social entities and how this
effected the power relations in society over time.

The Egmont Foundation
I selected the Egmont Foundation for its historical extent, philanthropic target, and specific organisational and
financial form. It is one of the largest and oldest Danish FoBs, with a particular focus on social issues. It is not a
typical Danish foundation, but shows how FoBs’ philanthropic practices were historically involved in recreating
contemporary definitions of the common good. As such, the Egmont Foundation shows tendencies traceable to other
FoBs of the same era. It significantly impacted both contemporary and future approaches to which groups and values
were included as contributors and receivers of the common good, and which groups and values were seen as worthy
of inclusion in the civil society.
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The Egmont Foundation was started as a small printing house by the 17-year-old entrepreneurial Egmont H. Petersen
—assisted by his unmarried mother—becoming a flourishing printing house by the time he died in 1914. Half the
company’s turnover was bequeathed to philanthropic purposes: a wish expanded by his wife (and children), who in
1920 transformed the company into an FoB with specific philanthropic obligations. The first donation was
DKK36,000 (approximately EUR 5000), and total donations in 2014 were around DKK80,000,000 (approximately
EUR10,500,000). This represented enormous growth, indicating both the success of the Egmont Foundation as a
company providing large turnover and the long and growing importance of FoBs in Danish society.

The original charter (1920) defines poor relief to ‘single mothers with young children, the sick and poor (especially in
the wintertime) and educational provision for youngsters as contributions to a broader public and common good’. It
reflects the original ideas and even—in some cases—uses of concepts and categorisations then new to Danish
legislation. Charter revision is difficult to get passed by the authorities, and only a few comprehensive changes
throughout the period took place in 1954, 1979 and 1991. The charter’s content and concepts could not be changed
until a clear contradiction between the ongoing practice of the Foundation’s donations and the charter’s definition of
beneficiaries could be justified in relation to both the giver’s will and contemporary society. The study’s periodisation
emerges from these changes and has been split into two: 1920–1979 and 1979–2018. The revisions represent
retrospective changes that could be broadly legitimised, thus facilitating the study of how foundations align their
practices to contemporary definitions of the common good.

Philanthropic endeavour was often a tool both to maintain a company’s undivided success and to express sense of
citizenship. Egmont started in his will (5 May, 1914): ‘It is my wish that the company I have established will be kept
together and continue along the same lines as now, and when this succeeds, it will properly provide a good return, not
only to my closest relatives but also to benefit philanthropic and similar purposes.’ At that time, the nation-building
process, definition of citizenship and democratisation of Denmark were in their infancy, with different possible
directions. Moral (religious and intellectual), political and economic actions were interwoven in shaping and creating
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definitions of citizens in a new democratic Danish state. Religious ideas were often closely linked to intellectual
discussions—including in parliament, where strong market actors (wealthy business people) often played active roles.

From Donating for Citizenship to Donating for the Future Welfare State:
1920 to Today
Here, we describe the overall legislative changes within the emerging welfare state, framing of philanthropic
endeavours, and how stabilisations and destabilisations of the common good took place in this period. Through the
case of the Egmont Foundation, I trace how these stabilisations reshaped and interwove pre-existing conceptualising,
donating and organising practices into new configurations, moving from donating for poverty relief to donating for
citizenship, and later donating for the future welfare state.

Legislative Work Within the Welfare State
The long period analysed here covers the transition from a liberal to a welfare to a competition state, encompassing
four significant changes of social laws and legislation. After the Danish Constitution in 1849, the first large social
reform in 1933 initiated welfare principles in Denmark. Although poor relief remained partly based on a principle of
assurance, it was cemented that economic troubles would not reduce citizens’ rights, unless they were ‘alcoholics,
vagrants and unwilling to work’ (Social Act 1933). The second change, in 1956, was the introduction of the principles
of universal rights shown through general state-substituted pensions for all citizens. At the same time, the alcoholics,
vagrants and suchlike were finally given access to universal suffrage in the Social Act 1956. The period between
1956 and 1976 is the definitional period of Danish welfare, crowned by the new ‘bistandsloven’ (Social Act) in 1976,
which planned to take over all societal obligations from non-state actors. However, before the law had been launched,
international economic crisis hit and the promises could not be met by the state. After a longer period of reconciling
public funds and state obligations, a new assurance-oriented Social Act was passed in 1998 (Social Act 1998),
stressing that obligations should be met before help could be provided.

AQ7
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AQ8

Framing of Philanthropic Endeavours
In addition to new democratic rights for adult males with their own households, the Danish Constitution of 1849
introduced economic rights for society’s poorest. However, receiving public poor relief had serious legal
consequences for the citizens in terms of loss of voting rights. For example, the Constitution established a distinction
based on economic performance between those included in and those excluded from a democratic society.
Inhabitants were considered worthy citizens  in society only if they met the requirements: owning own property, and
providing for themselves and their dependents without government-funded support. While philanthropy prior to the
Constitution had worked mainly to reduce poverty, this added a new element: the question of citizenship. The poor
could uphold their newfound democratic rights only if their economic distress was remedied by voluntary or
philanthropic organisations instead of public poor relief. As such, the philanthropic organisations interacted and
competed with the state through their partly overlapping and partly divergent notions of legitimate receivers. As the
welfare state gradually incorporated all citizens as part of society’s common good during the period 1933–1956,
crowned by the social reform in 1976 providing all forms of social provision, philanthropic donations were again
reframed from securing citizenship for the excluded to proactively helping the already-included. Although donations
in principle were given to the vulnerable in society, in practice they often contributed instead to the future of the
welfare state, by so alleviating the vulnerable from becoming a future problem in society. These ongoing
stabilisations took place through four different interrelated practices: conceptualising, categorising, donating and
organising, which mobilised a variety of knowledge, legitimation and power. The recurrent re-stabilisations show
how the practices of the ‘common good’ initiated and practised by philanthropic endeavours re-distributed power
relations in society and thus also the boundary drawings of civil society.

Donating for Citizenship
Before the Danish Constitution, philanthropic endeavours were mainly performed by religious organisations targeting

1

2
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poor relief. Although the religious organisations were separated from the state, the Danish Reformation inaugurated
the King as the head of the state church, with the clergy as part of the state administration. As a result, most organised
poor relief not covered by the guilds was financed by the state, albeit carried out by religious organisations. The
religious organisations not only became poor-relief officers but also acted as evaluators of who was deserving of
relief—so playing a central role in who was to be included in the ‘common’ and what was the ‘good’.

As described above, the Constitution moulded these previous distinctions into yet another division between those
capable of participating in the new democratic state and those who not. As a result, philanthropic endeavours from
1849 centred on how to elude the declassifications of state-financed poor relief for those whom the philanthropic
organisations defined as deserving citizens. The moral evaluations were amended by the new bourgeoisie, forming
secular philanthropic organisations linking old moral justifications of deserving and undeserving poor with the new
concept of help to self-help. From its past religious use, deserving was reframed into a secular societal morality
requiring education, self-sufficiency and potential economic ability to participate in society. In organising not only
the principles of philanthropic practices but also later legislative practices of the social law of 1933 and again in
1956, deservingness was re-defined from moral categories to moral actions. The concept of help to self-help
embodied the question of citizenship as a constellation of political right and economic aptitude, solidly anchored in
moral values.

The changing moral principles and concepts of philanthropic practices aligned the legislative practices over the years
through a variety of organisational set-ups. Donations, which—in the Egmont Foundation’s case—became centred on
categorising single mothers, their children and education as deserving, were not as easily moved into the legislative
practices as concepts used to define the common good. The categories were groups that were already excluded

from groups or that did not yet exist as regular groups in state legislation. Accordingly, the political work of the
philanthropic endeavours was not only to identify categories of needy but also to change the principles of
categorisation by their donation practices. This was a difficult task, reachable only through long engagement with
partnerships of relevant state and non-state institutions. From the 1930s onwards, the Foundation created a number of
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solid public and private partnerships in liaison with legitimate and recognised organisations. These were both the new
professionals of the welfare state (social offices and health visitors) and private non-profit organisations. The
partnerships involved selecting individual cases, handing out donations to single individuals, and discussing donation
principles specifying philanthropy as distinct from state poor relief: ‘applicants who receive public support, such as
age allowance, social help, invalidity allowance or unemployment benefits, cannot be taken into consideration’
(Board meetings (BM) 1953).

AQ9

Linking the donations of the Egmont Foundation to networks of already-accepted private and public alleviators of
need served as vehicles to legitimise the Egmont Foundation’s principles of the common good and to recognise the
organisations involved. As such, the Foundation’s practices not only identified selected groups of needy but also
maintained and strengthened specific (non-religious) voluntary organisations—as well as the new roles of social
workers and specific state-organised institutions as relevant actors in the growing welfare state. Most of these
institutions were, through time, shaped as natural partners of philanthropic practices, a custom easily resumed in the
second period.

Donations were in the early period mainly given in opposition to the state (even when recipients were identified as
deserving through state institutions) to remedy the demoralising consequences of state legislation. It became a
question of not only whether the applicants were poor because of self-inflicted reasons but also whether the
‘profoundly impoverished people’ (BM 1934) could ever become ‘self-supporting’, stressing a distinction between
those ‘the state should take care of’ (BM 1954) and deserving causes/groups amended by philanthropic practices.
Categorisation as deserving could obtain monetary donations from philanthropy, and political (and social) rights from
legislative practices.

AQ10
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While this shows some alignment of interest between state and philanthropy, the process also instigated a clear
differentiation between state and non-state actors. Although state legislation embedded the philanthropic concepts and
state actors helped the foundations by identifying the deserving, the Egmont archives show how philanthropic
practices defined themselves in opposition to the state. Through the practice of philanthropic concepts and organising
effects, we can follow a change in (power) relations between state, market and civil society. The philanthropic
endeavours in the early period were practised as both a partner in contrast to the state. Partnership work included
using and enforcing new established secular state institutions as co-definers of moral order through common concepts
implemented through the legislation of 1933, which discarded discarding earlier religious institutions while
revoking religious/moral yardsticks. Contrasting work included donating to new (not-yet-included) groups of
deserving needy in collaboration with non-state actors. For a while, the practices in the early period stabilised the
definition of who belonged to the common good and who did not. Simultaneously, a boundary between state and non-
state actors (the latter not being separate from the market) was drawn. This boundary would later be destabilised.

Donating for the Future Welfare State
From 1979 to 2018, the Egmont Foundation’s advocacy for principles of deservingness as prevention through various
partnerships and networks of collaborative projects of different sizes (e.g. municipalities and other state-governed
institutions) cemented it´s reframing of deservingness as it reframed this principle, which moved into state legislation
in 1998. As such, networks linking the reformulation of help to self-help with new and old partnerships worked as a
vehicle for the Foundation to legitimise, for example, the category of vulnerable children into a separate group in
society—and thus to provide future avenues to integrate the group and secure its needs as part of the common good.
Through these new forms of networks, the Egmont Foundation succeeded in enrolling heterogeneous interests and
mobilising public awareness, and—through ongoing allocations via the Financial Act 1991—stabilising it through
state legislation.

In 1979, an organisational change was introduced in the Foundation, separating its business from its philanthropy,
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establishing a separate professional secretariat with its own director. This utilised the new group of professionals
within civil society: a professional group, formed within civil society as a group equivalent to social workers in the
welfare state. From the 1970s, the archives show a still-growing collaboration and coordination with a broader range
of actors—researchers, social ministers, and new professional state and non-state actors—concerning donation
practices and collaboration/coordination. These new forms of partnerships generated more visibility (by working
actively and professionally with state institutions and agenda-setting public debates in national broadcasting,
newspapers and other public communication channels: interview of Egmont Foundation’s director, March 2014); they
also secured efficiency (by sharing knowledge between different stakeholders, securing broader effect and legitimacy
for the projects).

The enrolment of different interests, new concepts, semantic spheres, and new/old partnerships into its established
networks for philanthropic practices increased the Foundation’s visibility and furthered its involvement in defining
and categorising the common good. This achievement had three key effects. First, the legitimation of the
Foundation’s conceptualisation of the common good took less time than in the first period, especially since the
emphasis on prevention, and later the categorisation of children, dismantled the direct evaluation of the recipients’
moral culpability and deservingness, which had shown to be an unstable category. Second, the groups were not pre-
categorised as illegitimate or non-existing in society and in state legislation. Third, the already-enrolled partnerships
of non-state and state actors—seen as central to the welfare state and the role of philanthropic practice in defining the
common good—became a ‘natural’ bridge between state and philanthropic practices, creating specific societal
relations. This created a form of network that paved the way for modern-day state collaboration and intervention in
any kind of philanthropic and voluntary organisations. Through donations, and thus economic power, the Foundation
grew its number of professional founding practices, becoming a visible political player and challenging the direction
of the welfare state through its definition of the common good.

Discussion
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At the onset, the Egmont Foundation identified the deserving needy as parents, grown-ups and adolescents in
unfortunate life circumstances who could provide for themselves and their family with a little help. Today, the
Foundation sees itself as a preventer of misfortune by investing mainly in children. Categorising and legitimising the
deserving as vulnerable children creates future avenues of the common good, what vulnerability is and is not, and
which obstacles cause this vulnerability. These obstacles are identified as inflicted by some of the same people whom
the Foundation earlier helped out of misfortune: sick, unemployed, divorced and imprisoned parents.

Consequently, other types of vulnerability are potentially in the process of being delegitimised. Over time,
philanthropic practices (re)stabilised their moral principles of the common good by their ongoing legitimation as
universal by transposing concepts and categories of deserving needy into legislative practices through economic force
and political partnerships. Thus, future avenues were established to recognise specific kinds of poverty and sickness
from the shapeless and unwieldy mass of impoverished to distinct categories of the deserving needy entitled to help
and inclusion in society.

Analysis of the ongoing stabilisations over time shows that the ambiguous concept of help to self-help provided
multiple understandings, thereby enhancing both its stabilising and destabilising potentials. While the Foundation still
evoked the moral yardsticks of deservingness, the particular concept was abandoned in state legislation from 1976.
Instead, the semantic sphere of help to self-help became coupled with the principle of providing before receiving in
legislation from 1998, practising another identification of deservingness, twisting the question of morality, and so
making the boundaries of the common good unstable again. The change of ordering principles from the capacity of
people to provide for themselves to a forward assurance obligation replaced the withdrawal of civil rights from the
undeserving before 1956 with a potential withdrawal of financial and social help from the state (Social Act 1998).

While much academic discourse as well as public debate on civil society is dominated by the sector model sharply
delineating state, market and civil society as three distinct spheres—each with its specific actions, organisations and
values—the historical case shows that the changing and fragile boundaries between state, market and civil society are

e.Proofing https://eproofing.springer.com/journals_v2/printpage.php?token=5PiSO2s-985E3UO4C5_rM1cj...

23 af 33 26.08.2020 17.27



continuously produced through conceptual, organisational and donation practices. When considering the Egmont
Foundation’s conceptualising, categorising, organising and donation practices, several elements stand out: (1) that
economic, political and moral components recurrently accompany and are intertwined in philanthropic endeavours,
despite their specific associations changing over time; (2) that the concept of help to self-help in particular stands out
as an essential element throughout the whole period as a moral compass for inclusion in and exclusion from the
common good; and (3) that the enrolment of a variety of public and private partnerships throughout the entire period
paved the way for the ongoing legitimisation and universalisation of the Foundation’s definition of the common good.

A Practice Perspective
The study shows how the identification of the inclusion of groups and values in—and their exclusion from—the
common good, and thus their eligibility to receive social rights, is part of the battle to maintain and create groups of
citizens and citizenship, and to establish boundaries between civil society, market and state. Philanthropic practices
over time have both established boundaries between state and philanthropic arenas and dissolved these same
boundaries between state and non-state areas, prioritising specific state institutions and non-religious and non-state
actors as relevant and legitimate. This was done through ongoing practices that stabilised and destabilised the
boundaries of the common good by reinvigorating and re-combining legitimacy, concepts, partnerships and economic
force. As a consequence, a re-distribution of power relations took place—from religious institutions over non-state
actors to welfare professionals. These elements indicate that philanthropic practices over time have always been
important in defining the boundaries not only of the state and civil society but also of the common good, and its
legislative and regulative practices.

Juxtaposing the two periods within the same historical case enables the following: (1) tracking of how and through
which processes and networks philanthropic practices stabilised the definition of the common good; (2) clarification
of how earlier practices of connections between civil state and market were reused, reframed and dislocated; and (3)
demonstration of the fragility of the ongoing boundary drawings between state, market and civil society. In other
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words, the historical case reveals that the specific content of a vulnerable, independent or extrapolitical civil society
safeguarding democratic debates and the common good in contrast to the colonising and intrusive logics of state and
market is not a pre-determined fact to observe.

Conclusion
This article makes two contributions. It provides a historical example of how moral, economic and political issues,
actions and institutions are constantly intertwined, making them impossible to pre-locate in any one sector. It also
adds to the discussion of the analytical usefulness of the sector model by applying a processual-practice perspective
emphasising how the boundaries of civil society are continuously produced through discursive, organisational and
material practices.

In contrast to the sector model’s normative and empirical predefinition of civil society, the processual-practice
perspective used herein highlights the contradictory processes taking place in and around philanthropic practices. It
stresses how heterogeneities of concepts, categories, partnerships and donations are always (re)knotted together, and
form boundaries between who is included in and excluded from the common good, and what the state and civil
society are. Highlighting practices emphasise and describe how the common good and—through that—citizenship are
developed by collaboration and political partnerships across actors, institutions and logics from what is traditionally
defined as state, market and civil-society arenas. It shows the intertwinement of moral issues and values with political
and economic elements and regulations, and how this intertwinement furthers the potential re-distribution of power
relationships in society.

The demarcation of boundaries (and of who are legitimised as citizens) is a work in progress, being constantly
produced and practised by the parties involved. As such, much work is needed to keep them stable. Rather than
considering philanthropy and the common good as pre-located in civil society, the analytic perspective in this study
has focused on how philanthropic practices—as an organisational form, donation and concepts—are co-producers of
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the boundaries between state, market and civil society, and (just as importantly) the practical consequences and future
avenues. Highlighting the ongoing and changing amalgamation of political players, economic forces and moral
definers challenges the following: (1) how and whether civil-society organisations and actions represent
‘colonisation’ by economic and political realms; (2) how they effectively navigate and deploy this intertwinement;
and (3) how historical and current amalgamations have different ideas and perceptions of what civil society is and
should be. Although philanthropic organisations—and FoBs in particular—do not mirror all civil-society
organisations, they do call for a closer look at the ongoing fusion of moral, economic and political arenas, and a new
a posteriori understanding of how the boundaries of civil society are continually drawn. Once we go beyond the
sector model, new forms of understanding civil society may come to the fore; this in turn shows how ideas and
perceptions of what civil society is and should be are only momentarily stable.

Archival material

From the Egmont Foundation’s private archive, I have used the following: the original charter, 1920, and the
following revisions of 1957, 1979, and 1991. Egmont’s original Will, 1914, Minutes from board meetings 1914–2018,
including the board meetings quoted here, Board meeting 34, 53 & 54Interviews; 4 semi-structured interviews were
conducted with the duration of 1–2 hours each during the spring 2014 with the CEO of Egmont, the CEO of the
Foundation, the vice-CEO of the Foundation and the juridical counsellor, who had been working with the foundations
over 3 decades.

AQ12

From other archives The state archive (Rigsarkivet); all entries about Egmont and the Egmont foundation

The archives of Ministry of civil law; all entries about Egmont and the Egmont foundation

From the ministry of social affairs archive: Social acts and legislative work from Danish Legislative practices :
including the social act from 1933, 1956, 1976, 1998
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