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Abstract 
This master thesis is an inquiry into the way individuals within education, unemployment and 

retirement have been governed throughout the years 1955 till 2006. In the 1950s, welfare policies 

focused on generalising social rights and expanding the Danish welfare state, but in the 2000s, 

welfare policies focused mainly on creating economic incentives for participation in the labour 

market. In this master thesis, I charter the historical trajectories in the period in between in order 

to describe the way in which governmentality in the Danish welfare policies has developed. It is 

done by analysing the different characteristics of the way individuals were governed and how the 

individuals were perceived. Inspired by French philosopher Michel Foucault, I conduct a historical 

analysis of problematisation based on documents ranging from legal policies, policy papers, 

commission reports to minutes from debates in parliament.  

The analysis of problematisations in the education policies show how governing went from 

focusing on using democratic techniques in order to make the pupils happy, while preparing them 

for democratic participation. By 2006 the focus was instead on governing through continuous 

testing and conditioning pupils to follow their self-interests. Within unemployment policies, the 

analysis shows a development from perceiving unemployment as an external problem caused by 

lack of information, to being perceived as a self-inflicted problem caused by lack of economic 

incentive. The analysis of retirement policies shows how the governing at the start of the period 

aimed at creating a universal access to an equal social service, with the introduction of the National 

Pension. In the end of the period services had become targeted and individuals were seen as 

consumers. The analyses have shown how the governing rationality went from a collective focus, 

that sought to govern through a universal approach to social rights, towards an individualised 

approach, that sought to govern through economic incentive and market-like constellations. The 

thesis has therefore also shown how individuals were initially conditionalised to be community-

oriented individuals with social rights, democratic values and distinctive capabilities for solidarity. 

In the end individuals were conditionalised to perceive themselves as consumers that are aware of 

and follow their self-interests and therefore are guided by economic incentives. The analysis shows 

a reorientation of the governing of welfare towards the labour market. This indicates a change from 

equality towards the state, wherein the individuals were perceived as formally equal citizens, and 
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shifted to an equality towards the labour market, wherein the individuals were perceived as 

formally equal market participants. 
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Introduction 
“Economics are the method; the object is to change the heart and soul”.1 Such were the words 

Margaret Thatcher used to describe her policies. Thatcher and her period of governance are by 

now an almost conventional symbol of neoliberalism. The type of policies she enacted were 

characterised by trying to govern individuals through frameworks that applied an economic 

rationality. In this way politics was understood as the managing of frameworks that citizens found 

themselves in. In his research on governing through economic rationality, Michel Foucault 

described such types of policies as eliciting a certain governmental rationality, or as he called it, 

‘governmentality’, understood as the way governments seek to shape their citizens as members of 

society.2  

The tendency of governing through economic rationality and with a market focus were a focal 

point of the ‘Danish Welfare Settlement’ [Velfærdsforliget] in 2006, where several areas within 

the Danish welfare state were reformed. It included reforms to retirement, unemployment and the 

education system. Through economic incentives senior workers were discouraged from 

withdrawing from the labour market. Incentives were created to motivate unemployed to enter the 

labour market. And within the education system economic incentives were added to prepare 

individuals for a globalised labour market.3 All three measures were oriented towards increasing 

the labour force and employment by using economic incentive measures to govern the individuals. 

By now, we have grown accustomed to such reform measures. Yet these underlying 

economically-incentivising policies were not always the way welfare had been governed in 

Denmark. Five decades earlier, during what is often characterised as the golden days of the Danish 

welfare state, the welfare policies had a very different aim. In the 1950s, the generalisation of 

individual freedoms - be they personal, economic and political - was the main focus of many 

policies. Men and women, married and unmarried, wealthy and non-wealthy, those who lived in 

the countryside and those who lived in the cities, were given the same rights.4 All citizens were 

given universal access to the same education, public pension, assistance and other public benefits.  

                                                
1 Ronald Butt, “Mrs. Thatcher: The first two years,” Sunday Times, May 3. 1981.  
2 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-79 (2008); Nikolas Rose et al, 
“Governmentality”, Annual Review of Law and Social Science (2009); Kean Birch, “Neoliberalism: The Whys and 
Wherefores ... and Future Directions,” Sociology Compass (2015), 575. 
3 Jørn Henrik Petersen, Klaus Petersen, & Niels Finn Christiansen, Dansk velfærdshistorie. Bind 6 (2014), 374. 
4 Jørn Henrik Petersen, Klaus Petersen, & Niels Finn Christiansen, Dansk velfærdshistorie. Bind 5 (2014). 
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The measures taken in 2006 were radically different to the measures taken 50 years prior. 

What does this difference tell us about how we have come to perceive the function of the state and 

how the state bureaucracy conceptualises itself? What does it say about the way the state perceives 

the individual? How did such conceptions change from one to another over time? In what way did 

the characterisation of governmentality of welfare change? In order to address such questions, this 

thesis sets out to chart the historical trajectories in the governmental rationality within the Danish 

welfare state concerning education, unemployment and retirement in the period from 1955 to 2006, 

ending with the welfare settlement. The historical development will be chartered through an in-

depth examination of the historically important legal document, policy papers, commission reports 

and policy related documents. Thus, this thesis relies on having a strong empirical approach in the 

analysis to the policy changes in education, unemployment and retirement. Those three welfare 

areas cover most of the Danish population because they are areas with which everyone is expected 

to be in contact, that is to say, the educational system, the unemployment system and the retirement 

system. Looking at these three areas of the welfare state as life's stages, an inherent connection is 

evident; one is educated first, then participates in the labour market, and lastly withdraws from the 

labour market. In light of this, the master thesis poses the following research question: 

 

Within the period from 1955 to 2006 what has characterised the way individuals were governed 

and how the individuals were perceived within the major policies in education, unemployment, 

and retirement in Denmark? 

 

The thesis is divided into two parts. The first part presents the thesis' methodology and interest of 

inquiry, and the second part consists of three analyses of the three different welfare areas. In the 

first part, I will explain and reflect on the chosen analysis strategies, which will enable me to 

answer the above research question. These consist of the notion of governmentality and the 

problematisation analysis. The second part consists of the analysis, which is divided into three 

chapters, each consisting of a history of problematisations within the given welfare area. Lastly, 

the three analyses are combined and compared. 
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Positioning the research question within the current research literature 

This master thesis seeks to add to the growing body of scholarly research on the development of 

governmentality within welfare states, specifically within Denmark and in relation to 

‘neoliberalism’.5 In the following I will make a brief description of the notion of neoliberalism, 

with a special emphasis on the way the individual is perceived within neoliberalism and how such 

an individual is governed. That will be followed by a description of the consequences that the 

neoliberal approach has on welfare and especially the individual's capacity for solidarity. Lastly, I 

will highlight the research done on neoliberalism within Denmark.  

In the post-war period, a new series of policy tendencies emerged that can and are often 

described as 'neoliberal'. The notion of 'neoliberalism' has been the subject of substantial scholarly 

debate, and the defining features of the said notion are therefore contentious.6 Nevertheless, most 

scholars agree that a defining aspect of neoliberal policies is the extension and installation of 

competitive market structures in different areas of private life and society.7 Neoliberalism is thus 

often linked to ‘market-oriented policies’, which supported ‘privatisation of state assets’, 

‘deregulation’, ‘globalisation’, support for the ‘extension of the market’, ‘active welfare policies’, 

and the ‘reduction of the government’.8 It is often personified with the policies enacted by Ronald 

Reagan and Margaret Thatcher and scholars such as Milton Friedman and Gary Becker.9  

                                                
5 Bjarke Skærlund Risager, “Neoliberalismen er et politisk projekt - Interview med David Harvey,” Slagmark 74 
(2016), 23-32; Philip Mirowski, “Den politiske bevægelse, der ikke turde ytre sit eget navn,” Slagmark 74 (2016), 
33-53; Pierre Dardot & Christian Laval, The New Way of the World: On Neoliberal Society (2013); Kean Birch, 
“Neoliberalism: The Whys and Wherefores ... and Future Directions,” Sociology Compass 9:7 (2015), 571–584; 
Nikolas Rose & Peter Miller, “Political power beyond the State: problematics of government,” The British Journal 
of Sociology 61:S1 (2010), 271–303; Jason Read, “A Genealogy of Homo-Economicus: Neoliberalism and the 
Production of Subjectivity,” Foucault Studies 6 (2009), 25-36; Trent H. Hamann, “Neoliberalism, Governmentality, 
and Ethics,” Foucault Studies 6 (2009), 37-59; Patricia Frericks, (2014). “Unifying self-responsibility and solidarity 
in social security institutions: The circular logic of welfare-state reforms in Europe,” European Societies 16:4 
(2014), 522–542; Kathleen Lynch & Manolis Kalaitzake, “Affective and calculative solidarity: The impact of 
individualism and neoliberal capitalism,” European Journal of Social Theory 23:2 (2020), 238–257. 
6 ibid. 
7 Bjarke Skærlund Risager, “Neoliberalismen er et politisk projekt - Interview med David Harvey,” Slagmark 74 
(2016), 23-32; Philip Mirowski, “Den politiske bevægelse, der ikke turde ytre sit eget navn,” Slagmark 74 (2016), 
33-53; Pierre Dardot & Christian Laval, The New Way of the World: On Neoliberal Society (2013); Kean Birch, 
“Neoliberalism: The Whys and Wherefores ... and Future Directions,” Sociology Compass 9:7 (2015), 571–584; 
Nikolas Rose & Peter Miller, “Political power beyond the State: problematics of government,” The British Journal 
of Sociology 61:S1 (2010), 271–303; Jason Read, “A Genealogy of Homo-Economicus: Neoliberalism and the 
Production of Subjectivity,” Foucault Studies 6 (2009), 25-36. 
8 ibid. 
9 Kean Birch, “Neoliberalism: The Whys and Wherefores ... and Future Directions,” Sociology Compass 9:7 (2015), 
571–584. 
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As highlighted by the growing academic literature on neoliberalism, Michel Foucault did 

some of the earliest systematic research on the subject wherein he analysed the history of German 

Ordoliberalism and American Neoliberalism.10 In this research, he pointed out that neoliberalism 

is not an ideology or theory, but rather a governmental rationality or, as he called it, 

‘governmentality’, understood as the way governments seek to shape their citizens as members of 

society.11 Neoliberalism conceived the relation between the state and its individuals in a specific 

economic way. This meant that the way human behaviour was perceived and sought to be governed 

were also influenced by this economic approach. Not only did neoliberalism seek to influence and 

shape individuals, but it also sought to rework the state's role, so it becomes that of a manager 

which has to create the right equilibrium between economic incentives.12 

Michel Foucault points out that neoliberal governmentality uses governmental mechanisms 

and techniques that are primarily ‘environmental’ meaning that they seek to structure the milieu 

of individuals.13 The governmentality of neoliberalism assumes this approach because the 

individual in neoliberalism is perceived as one “who responds systematically to modifications in 

the variables of the environment”.14 This conceptualisation of the individual Foucault bases on 

Gary Becker’s notion of homo oeconomicus. The individual is perceived to be aware of their 

interests and seeks to follow their self-interests. The individual is believed to be utility maximising 

and utilising a rational choice strategy in their approach to anything that might benefit their self-

interests. The individuals being governed were perceived as active in making choices to further 

their interests, and in this way, they were active in their own government.15 According to Foucault, 

what makes Becker’s approach special is how the governing techniques frame the individual’s 

way of conceiving of themselves. It is a new form of subjectivity, where the individual is to be 

perceived as an ‘entrepreneur of oneself’.16 The neoliberal subject perceives themselves as a holder 

of human capital, which is both their natural talents and acquired skills, and then tries to manage 

this human capital effectively. As the entrepreneur of oneself, the individual becomes its own 

                                                
10 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-79 (2008). 
11 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-79 (2008); Nikolas Rose et al, 
“Governmentality”, Annual Review of Law and So-cial Science (2009). 
12 Philip Mirowski, “Den politiske bevægelse, der ikke turde ytre sit eget navn,” Slagmark 74 (2016), 33-53. 
13 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1977-78 (2007), 20-21. 
14 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-79 (2008), 270.  
15 Nikolas S. Rose, Power of Freedom: Reframing Political Thought (1999), 142.  
16 Daniele Lorenzini, “Governmentality, subjectivity, and the neoliberal form of life,” Journal of Cultural Research 
22:2 (2018), 161.  
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capital, producer and source of income. The individual is as a worker and consumer their own 

producer of their own satisfaction. Consumption can be regarded as an activity by virtue of which 

the individual, thanks to a capital that they themselves have at their disposal, will produce their 

own satisfaction.17 The entrepreneurial aspect becomes something that characterises the 

individuals in all aspects of life, not only their relationship to the labour market but also in their 

approach to health, education etc.18 This master thesis seeks to position itself within this research, 

by focusing on the way that the individual is perceived. By identifying similar characteristics of 

governing the individual as those seen within neoliberalism, the analysis adds to the existing 

research.  

This thesis explores the different ways individuals have been governed. The existing literature 

on governance explains that when the neoliberal individual perceives themselves as utility 

maximising, motivated by economic incentives and entrepreneurial, they become manageable and 

governable.19 Because the neoliberal individuals respond systematically to changes in their 

environment, the governing mechanisms and technologies seek to structure the milieu of the 

individuals so as to achieve a specific behaviour.20 The governing techniques seek to modulate 

behaviour by influencing the field of action through increasing the economic benefit for desired 

behaviour and decreasing the economic benefit of undesired behaviour. In this way, the neoliberal 

governing seeks to govern through market-like frameworks, wherein the individual is governed as 

an enterprise unit.21  

The neoliberal way of perceiving the individual and the neoliberal governing endorses 

entrepreneurial individualism that seems to oppose the usual understandings of solidarity and 

welfare.22 The neoliberal individual is not focused on affectively led forms of solidarity but instead 

assumes a self-responsible individualistic approach to welfare. As noted by Kathleen and Manolis:  

                                                
17 Louise Li Langegaard, “Entreprenøren som figur under neoliberalismen – Kapitalisme, individ og 
velfærdsorganisering,” Slagmark 74 (2016), 159-178. 
18 Nikolas S. Rose, Power of Freedom: Reframing Political Thought (1999), 140-148. Pierre Dardot and Christian 
Laval, The New Way of the World: On Neoliberal Society (2013), 100-102. 
19 Daniele Lorenzini, “Governmentality, subjectivity, and the neoliberal form of life,” Journal of Cultural Research 
22:2 (2018),160-162. 
20 Daniele Lorenzini, “Governmentality, subjectivity, and the neoliberal form of life,” Journal of Cultural Research 
22:2 (2018), 155.  
21 Christine Cooper, “Entrepreneurs of the self: the development of management control since 1976,” Accounting, 
Organizations and Society 47 (2015), 14-24. 
22 Kathleen Lynch & Manolis Kalaitzake, “Affective and calculative solidarity: The impact of individualism and 
neoliberal capitalism,” European Journal of Social Theory 23:2 (2020), 239; Pierre Dardot & Christian Laval, The 
New Way of the World: On Neoliberal Society (2013), 100-102.  
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The political economic forces of neoliberalism and the cultural forces of responsibilised 

individualism align to promote particularistic welfare regimes that are strongly calculative 

while delimiting commitment to universalistic welfare systems that are based on more 

affective normative dispositions.23 

 

With cultural processes of an individualised responsibility, wherein individuals perceive 

themselves as the ‘master of their own faith’, it leads to the promulgation of an individualised 

responsibility approach to the welfare of oneself and others.24    

This master thesis is an extension of the above sketched research on neoliberalism, by focusing 

on the way an economic rationality has developed historically. My analysis seeks to add to the 

growing body of research on the spread of neoliberalism to many different areas within the Danish 

political sphere.25 Many of these analyses have a focus on political party discourse and 

politicians.26 Others have showcased the spread of neoliberal rationality within different sectors27 

and specifically the financial models of the Ministry of Finance.28 Furthermore, some attention has 

been given to how the governing mechanisms create frameworks for the individuals29 and often 

follow the research on the entrepreneurial self.30 Within the current research on neoliberalism in 

Denmark, many articles seek to carry out their analysis by simply arguing why certain policies are 

neoliberal. They seem to lack description of the specific way a certain policy is neoliberal or what 

                                                
23 Kathleen Lynch & Manolis Kalaitzake, “Affective and calculative solidarity: The impact of individualism and 
neoliberal capitalism,” European Journal of Social Theory 23:2 (2020), 239. 
24 Patricia Frericks, “Unifying self-responsibility and solidarity in social security institutions: The circular logic of 
welfare-state reforms in Europe,” European Societies 16:4 (2014), 522-542. 
25 Ove Kaj Pedersen, Konkurrencestaten (2011). 
26 Niklas Olsen, ”Velfærdsstatens krise og neoliberalismens indtog i Danmark i 1970’erne,” Slagmark 74 (2016), 
119-137. Ivan Lind Christensen & Christian Ydesen, “Staten Individet og Styringen,” in Dansk Nyliberalisme 
(2009), 133-152. Per Høberg & Christian Ydesen, “Kom nyliberalismen til Danmark i 1982?” in Dansk 
Nyliberalisme (2009), 153-174. Jacob Torfing, Det stille sporskifte i velfærdsstaten – En diskursteoretisk 
beslutningsprocess analyse (2004). 
27 Ole Busck, “Markedsgørelsen af renovationssektoren,” in Dansk Nyliberalisme (2009), 243-247. Henrik Herløv 
Lund, ”Nyliberalismen i Danmark og den offentlige sektor,” in Dansk Nyliberalisme (2009), 323-353.  
28 Balder Asmussen “Nyliberalismens storhed og fald,” in Dansk Nyliberalisme (2009), 175-199. Anders Lundkvist, 
”Den Danske kapitalisme og demokratiets forfald,” in Dansk Nyliberalisme (2009), 13-95. Jesper Jespersen, 
“Neoliberalismen som dominerende makroøkonomisk diskurs,” Slagmark 74 (2016), 139-158 
29 Louise Li Langegaard, “Entreprenøren som figur under neoliberalismen – Kapitalisme, individ og 
velfærdsorganisering,” Slagmark 74 (2016), 159-178; Ove Kaj Pedersen, Konkurrencestaten (2011).  
30 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-79 (2008). Christine Cooper, 
“Entrepreneurs of the self: the development of management control since 1976,” in Accounting, Organizations and 
Society 47 (2015), 14-24. 
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the consequences of assuming a neoliberal approach in a given policy. Furthermore, a large extent 

of the existing research on the Danish welfare politics has assumed a historical approach, where 

the goal was to describe the development in a high degree of detail. This master thesis seeks to add 

to the existing body of research with its analysis of how the individual is governed through the 

different welfare areas, such as education, unemployment, and retirement from the 1950s to the 

2000s. My master thesis adds a heavy empirical analysis to the chartering of historical 

development of the governing rationality within education, unemployment and retirement. By 

applying an inductive approach to the examination of the historically important legal document, 

policy papers, commission reports and policy related documents, the master thesis is able to 

describe how the governmental rationality has developed. 

Part 1 - Method, concepts and the approach to writing a 

history of problematisation 
Method in its original31 Greek sense is merely the “way”, “path” or “procedure” followed in order 

to reach a certain destination or goal. In outlining the method of the present dissertation, I remain 

faithful to this etymological and practical sense in that methodology is, first and foremost, treated 

as a presentation of and reflection on the approach that made it possible for me to carry out the 

analysis. While method is then the theoretical framework that informs my analytical ‘way of 

proceeding’, it also concerns the practical question of outlining the approach that allowed me to 

select empirical texts, process them and analyse them in order to answer my research question.  

The motivation for undertaking this analysis is that governing within welfare has experienced 

significant changes in the period from the 1950s to the 2000s. At the same time the development 

which have been analysed show a history characterised by a high degree of shifts and discontinuity, 

both in terms of how the individual is perceived and thus also the way it is governed. This 

consequently opens the question of how governing is practiced today, because when  a certain 

phenomenon, behaviour or processes were thought of in a different light in a different time, then 

it opens the question of whether the way we are conceiving of it today is the right or best way. 

                                                
31 meta, “after” + hodos, “way, path, procedure” 
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Analysing problematisations allows one to uncover the different ways in which something 

historically has occurred as a problem for someone and how they responded. These moments of 

problematisation are a result of a governmental way of thinking. Thus, an analysis of the 

development of problematisations allows one to uncover the development in governmental 

rationality, which this thesis is interested in. Therefore, the following sections will describe the 

theoretical framework for carrying out this analysis followed by a description of the 

methodological reflections. The theoretical framework concerns itself with two key parts. Firstly, 

what is meant by the notion of governmentality, how governing rationality is conceptualised and 

how the governing framework affects the individual, through a process called conditionalisation. 

Thereafter, the approach to problematisations analysis is described, including an analytical register 

for the analysis of thought. Lastly, the approach utilised by this thesis is described.  

Governmentality is firstly the analysis of government conceived as 

the shaping and influencing of conduct 

Midway through Michel Foucault’s series of lectures named “Security, Territory, Population”, 

held at Collegé de France in 1978, he explained that what he was trying to do was to undertake a 

history of ‘governmentality’. By the word ‘governmentality’ he meant several things, and it was 

further expanded upon in later lectures, that I will not elaborate further, however they can generally 

be divided into two broad comprehensions of the term.32 One comprehension of governmentality 

is describing a historical period and the other comprehension was in relation to governmental 

practices, but since this thesis is not interested in the historical period, I will focus on the latter. By 

‘governmentality’ Foucault understood:  

 

the ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, 

calculations, and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific, albeit very complex, 

power that has the population as its target, political economy as its major form of 

knowledge, and apparatuses of security as its essential technical instrument.33  

 

                                                
32 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (1999), 24. 
33 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1977-78 (2007), 108. 
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Governmentality here denotes the political forms of governing through different procedures, 

tactics and actions, which has the population as its target. Governmentality is the art of government 

in the way that it denotes how we think about governing and the different rationalities of 

government.34 It is thinking, understood as the different ways of rationalising about applying the 

type of power called ‘government’, through the usage of “specific governmental apparatuses”.35 

Governmentality is the thinking about what means (processes, instruments and techniques), we try 

to shape, coerce or in any way influence the conduct in a formal and systematic way.  

Government was defined as the “conduct of conduct”.36 Government refers to the double 

meaning of conduct as both a verb, meaning ‘to lead’ and also the noun, meaning ‘to behave’.37 

Therefore government is not limited to state politics, but deals with a wide range of control 

techniques and can be applied to a wide variety of objects. Human conduct is perceived as 

something that can be regulated, controlled and turned to specific ends. Government in turn is the 

attempt to deliberately direct this conduct.38 This approach assumes that an autonomous individual 

is able to regulate aspects of their own conduct, thus governing is not only concerned with how we 

exercise authority and govern others, but also how we govern ourselves. Therefore, governing 

aims at shaping the field of action, in order to influence the actions undertaken by individuals.39 

Governing, is then to structure the field of possible actions of the individual and presupposes that 

this individual is free to think and act otherwise.40 

 

By 1978, Michel Foucault had developed the term of ‘Governmentality’ further and during 

his lectures on neoliberalism called “The Birth of Biopolitics”, he gave a more formal and clear 

definition, where he simply stated that it is “a domain of relations” covering “the way in which 

one conducts the conduct of men”.41 As such governmentality was perceived as the very activity 

of conduct itself. The term works as an “analytical grid for these relations of power”.42 By 

                                                
34 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (1999), 24. 
35 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1977-78 (2007), 108. 
36 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” in Critical Inquiry 8:4 (1982), 789. 
37 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” in Critical Inquiry 8:4 (1982), 789. 
38 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (1999), 19-20. 
39 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (1999), 19-20. 
40 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (1999), 21-23.  
41 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-79 (2008), 186. Sverre 
Raffnsøe Morten S. Thaning & Marius Gudmand-Høyer, Michel Foucault: A Research Companion (2016), 252. 
42 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-79 (2008), 186.  
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investigating and analysing governmentality it allows us to see the ways in which a certain power 

of government is being utilised and how it shapes human relations. Governmentality is not simply 

the governing institutions or a set of institutions, it is different sets of practices, while associated 

with the ways of the state in that it occurs largely through the institutions of the state.43 Different 

styles of governing utilises different sets of practices in order to mobilise the population and 

governmentality denotes the way of rationalising about these forms of conduct or styles of 

governing. The governmentality was not simply interested ‘people’ but also phenomena and 

variables, such as unemployment rate, mortality rate, race, marriage statistics and so on, and 

therefore covers all networks of social relationships.44 Governmentality is, in brief, rationalising 

the different practices that should be used to mobilise the population.  

When analysing governmentality, one is interested in the ways which we think about 

government. Historians and sociologists have tried to analyse the political and social conditions 

related to thought and the different ways of thinking. A study of governmentality is more focused 

on how thought operates within the practices of governing. An analysis of governmentality is 

therefore interested in the way that thought is embedded within programmes that seek reforming 

and directing conduct. Therefore it is an analysis of thought made practical and technical.45  

The objective of this dissertation is to describe the way in which the government sought to 

govern the individuals and is therefore interested in the way that governing was rationalised or the 

governing rationality behind certain policy initiatives. Because the notion of governmentality is 

interested in the political thought embedded within certain policy programmes, it allows for much 

more precise and elaborate analysis of government rationality.  

Conditionalisation: Shaping the subject through setting conditions 

This analysis is not only interested in the different ways of thinking about governing, but also the 

effects, outcomes and consequences that the governing practices have on the individual. An 

analysis of governmentality is also interested in ”the different modes by which, in our culture, 

human beings are made subjects.”46 Therefore it is not only studying the different governmental 

practices, but also the programmatic structures inherent in them, in order to understand and explain 

                                                
43 Todd May, “Governmentality,” Cambridge Foucault Lexicon (2014), 181.  
44 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-1979 (2008), 317.  
45 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (1999), 27.   
46 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” in Critical Inquiry 8:4 (1982), 777. 
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“modes of objectification which transforms human beings into subjects”47, conceived as the ways 

in which the individual is formed with a specific individuality. The different governmental 

techniques shape, sculpt and influence not only the individual’s behaviour, but also acts as a mode 

of influencing the individual itself. This means, that the technical means utilised when governing 

constitute different “subject’s mode of being”.48 In the analysis of the government, Foucault was 

trying “to analyse the different forms by which the individual is led to constitute him or herself as 

subject”.49 When governing takes place specific conditions are created and a framework is 

established which condition the individual in a certain way. This process of subjectification is also 

what one might call ‘conditionalisation’ and is understood as the governing power, that is trying 

to promote a certain creation of a certain kind of individual with a certain kind of individuality, by 

putting them under certain conditions. They are not forced or demanded to become a certain kind 

of individual, but they are put under conditions where it, for example, becomes evident for them 

to compete, or be motivated in a certain way. Individuals are put under relatively free conditions, 

that nevertheless makes it evident for them to think about themselves in a certain way. The 

conditions which individuals are put under both presupposes that the individual is already 

behaving in a certain way or conceiving of themselves in a certain way, while simultaneously 

making the individual behave in that specific way or perceive of themselves in that specific way. 

The individual is conditionalised to become what it already is presupposed to be. 

In this dissertation conditionalisation is used to describe a presupposed way of behaving or a 

presupposed individuality identified in the political reforms. When a policy is implemented 

wherein it is beneficial to the subject that it acts in a certain way or possesses certain characteristics, 

then that policy is presupposing that the subject behaves in this certain way. In this way polices 

presupposes a certain subjectivity, because within the policies lies a presupposed hope of a certain 

mode of being a subject.  

The thesis is not only interested in the ways that individuals were governed, but also how these 

individuals were conceived of themselves. I’m not able to describe exactly how the individuals 

were affected by the different governing techniques, but instead I’m able to describe the framework 

                                                
47 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” in Critical Inquiry 8:4 (1982), 777. 
48 Michel Foucault, The Government of Self and Others: Lectures at the Collége De France: 1982-1983 (2010), 5. 
49 Michel Foucault, The Government of Self and Others: Lectures at the Collége De France: 1982-1983 (2010), 5.  
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within which the individuals have to act and the notion of conditionalisation encapsulates exactly 

this framework of governance. 

Problematisation 

This section deals with the theoretical as well as practical approach by explaining the so-called 

‘problematisation analysis’ suggested several places in the late phase of Michel Foucualts 

authorship,50 since it is indeed this method or approach that guides the empirico-historical 

investigation of Danish welfare politics in the present dissertation.  

It should be immediately conceded that choosing ‘problematisation analysis’ as 

methodological framework presents a challenge, since Michel Foucault never gave a 

comprehensive or systematic account for what an analysis of problematisations entails nor did he 

give any complete set of prescriptions for how such an analysis is carried out. His thoughts and 

descriptions of problematisation analysis are, on the contrary, scattered throughout various texts 

and interviews. An analysis of problematisations therefore firstly requires the researcher to 

‘reconstruct’ or ‘distill’ the method from the atomised thoughts and utterances by Foucault on the 

matter. It therefore follows that there are a multitude of ways of carrying out a problematisation 

analysis.51 Even though the thoughts on problematisation are scattered, it is nonetheless not an 

overlooked notion.52 A key discussion on the notion of problematisation, is whether 

problematisation is the approach undertaken by the researcher when looking at the object of 

analysis or whether historical problematisations are the very object of analysis. A key discussion 

is then whether it is 1) an act of critical inquiry, as expressed in the verb form ‘to problematise’ 

this or that or 2) a nominal object of inquiry, as expressed in the noun form as ‘a 

problematisation’. This thesis aims at analysing the historical problematisations undertaken in 

welfare politics, rather than use it as a critical inquiry. This approach is utilised in this master 

                                                
50 Michel Foucault, “Polemics, Politics, and Problematizations: An Interview,” in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul 
Rabinow (1984), 381-390; Michel Foucault, “Interview with André Berten, May 7, 1981,” in Michel Foucault: 
Wrong-Doing, Truth-Telling: The Function of Avowal in Justice (2014), 345-346; Michel Foucault, Fearless Speech 
(2001). Michel Foucault, “Problematics - Conversation with Thomas Zummer in 1983,” in Foucault Live. 
Interviews, 1961-1984, ed. Sylvère Lotringer (1996), 416-422. 
51 My interpretation is largely based on the approaches undertaken by Marius Gudmand-Høyer (2013), Christian 
Borch (2015), Kristian Bondo (2017), Jonathan Drescher & Niklas Birksted (2019) and Sille Neumann (2021).  
52 Sverre Raffnsøe Morten S. Thaning & Marius Gudmand-Høyer, Michel Foucault: A Research Companion 
(2016); Carol Bacchi, “Why study problematizations? Making Politics Visible,” in Open journal of Political Science 
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thesis, because the thesis is interested in the different ways the individual was sought to be 

governed. In other words, the thesis is interested in what techniques of governance was utilised 

and what the aim of these techniques were, therefore the thesis is interested in the way that the 

governing has been rationalised or more specifically the governmental rationalities through the 

selected period. The problematisation analysis allows one to see these political rationalities or 

simply to make politics visible.53 

The three dimensions of thought and problematisation as an analysis of thought 

While teaching and researching at the Collége de France Michel Foucault titled his professorship 

as History of Systems of Thought.  He explained that in an investigation of the “history of thought”, 

the approach would be to utilise an analysis of different responses and problematisations.54 This 

was only evident to Foucault retrospectively and he conceded that when he initiated his research 

he did not have a clear idea or grasp on what was his object of analysis and what method he would 

use in order to investigate it.55  

The ‘thought’ which an analysis of politics is interested in is not a reckless reaction or 

impulsive type of thought. It is a reflective thought, which reflects on what one does, it is “the 

motion by which one detaches from it, establishes it as an object, and reflects on it as a problem”.56 

The type of thought this dissertation is interested in is a thought that has stepped back and thought 

reflectively about governing. During Foucault’s lecture series on Government of Self and Others 

in 1983, he described the investigation into thought as consisting of three dimensions:   

 

By ‘thought’ I meant an analysis of what could be called focal points of experience in 

which forms of possible knowledge (savoir), normative frameworks of behaviour for 

individuals, and potential modes of existence for possible subjects are linked together.57 

 

                                                
53 Carol Bacchi, “Why study problematizations? Making Politics Visible,” Open journal of Political Science 2 
(2012) 1-8 
54 Michel Foucault, “Polemics, Politics, and Problematizations: An Interview,” in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul 
Rabinow (1984), 390. 
55 Michel Foucault, Brugen af nydelserne [1984] (2004), 15-24.  
56 Michel Foucault, “Polemics, Politics, and Problematizations: An Interview,” in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul 
Rabinow (1984), 388. 
57 Michel Foucault, The Government of Self and Others: Lectures at the Collége De France: 1982-1983 (2010), 3. 
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These three dimensions which an analysis of thought consist of, was expanded upon in the same 

lecture series the following year in 1984: 

 

forms of knowledge (savoirs), studied in terms of their specific modes of veridiction; 

relations of power, not studied as an emanation of a substantial and invasive power, but in 

the procedures by which people’s conduct is governed; and finally the modes of formation 

of the subject through practices of self.58 

 

The first dimension describes “the forms of possible knowledge”59, specifically understood 

through the region of veridiction that is referred to in order to represent knowledge as true. What 

existing body of knowledge is referred to in order to verify something or according to what is 

knowledge verified? It is therefore focused on what existing knowledge something refers to, in 

order for something to be discussed as true or false. In other words, it is concerned with identifying 

the regime of veridiction which allows someone at a given time to confirm something as true.60 

This dimension is referred to as the region of veridiction. 

The second dimension describes the “normative frameworks of behavior”61, conceived as the 

norm according to which behaviour and conduct is governed. This dimension is interested in the 

norms which the governmental practices act in reference to. It is assumed that all governmental 

practices are enacted in reference to a general norm and by utilising the normative framework as 

an analytical schematic it allows for a mapping of the development of governmental norms. Within 

this thesis this is referred to as the normative framework. 

The third dimension covers what is described in the chapter before in relation to 

conditionalisation, understood as the “potential modes of existence for possible subjects”.62 This 

dimension deals with the way that individuals are presupposed to either behave or rationalise. In 

this master thesis, these individuals are referred to as the presupposed individual within the 

different policies and the dimension is referred to as the modes of formation of the subject. These 

three distinct dimensions cannot be reduced to one another nor absorbed into one another, but their 
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“relations are constitutive of each other”.63 The three dimensions work as an analytical register 

which is used in order to analyse the way of thinking and rationalisation for a governing body. The 

dimensions are a framework that allows one to analyse the changes in the way of thinking. 

 

In May 1984 Foucault explained that “[i]t seemed to me there was one element that was capable 

of describing the history of thought - this was what one could call the problems or more exactly 

problematisations”.64 He explained that an analysis of problematisations allows one to investigate 

the development of history of thought. It is through problematisation that a way of thinking 

becomes evident, so in order to understand the way one thought about governing, it is necessary 

to investigate the problematisations and responses related to that way of governing.  

It is through a history of problematisations that one can describe the development of thinking 

about governing. Foucault explained this approach to problematisations in 1981 as: 

 

I would say I pursue a history of problematisations: that is to say, a history of the way 

things pose a problem. How and why and according to what particular mode did madness 

become a problem in the modern world?65 

 

An analysis of problematisations is thus an investigation into the different ways “certain things 

(behaviour, phenomena, process)” has posed a problem or as Foucault elsewhere says that it is “to 

analyse the process of ‘problematisation’”.66 An inquiry into problematisation seeks to understand 

the development in the ways in which something has been conceived as an important problem at 

different times. By investigating the different ways something has been problematised, a history 

of thought, or in this case a history of governmentality can be mapped. Foucault did this at the start 

of his investigations on penal systems in Discipline and Punish: Birth of the Prison from 1975.67 

Here he contrasted two radically different forms of penalty with only an 80 years difference to 
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showcase the different governmentality in each period. The first was a very descriptive explanation 

of different corporal punishment, that ended in the sentenced dying through torment, while the 

second was a highly descriptive schedule for inmates covering their whole day. This showed the 

different attitudes of governmentality in regards to penalty and how time and space was now 

included in the instruments for punishing. By describing the historic changes in approaches to 

problems it is possible to show how attitudes towards certain problems have developed and the 

side effects of this development.  

The elements of a problematisation process 

When certain things such as behaviour, phenomena or process pose a problem to someone to the 

extent that they problematise it, there is a process of problematisation. This process consists of 

several elements, but first something has to be considered a problem.  

 

Actually, for a domain of action, a behavior, to enter the field of thought, it is necessary 

for a certain number of factors to have made it uncertain, to have made it lose its familiarity, 

or to have provoked a certain number of difficulties around it. These elements result from 

social, economic, or political processes. But here, their only role is that of instigation. They 

can exist and perform their action for a very long time, before there is effective 

problematisation by thought.68 

 

Something could be considered a difficulty before it poses a problem. When a certain phenomenon, 

process or behaviour is considered a problem, it is the result of social, economic or political process 

that creates significant changes in regards to the phenomenon, process or behaviour. These changes 

make the phenomenon, process or behaviour considered in a new light. 

 

And when thought intervenes, it doesn’t assume a unique form that is the direct result or 

the necessary expression of these difficulties; it is an original or specific response—often 

taking many forms, sometimes even contradictory in its different aspects—to these 
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difficulties, which are defined for it by a situation or a context, and which hold true as a 

possible question.69 

 

There is not necessarily a direct relationship between the problem and the response. The 

relationship is not causal, in the way that the problem results in a response. By looking at the 

problem the responses cannot be predicted, because the responses can assume many unique forms 

and these forms can even be contradictory. Such as if unemployment increased, one could propose 

more regulation as a response or more deregulation. Because it is not possible to predict the 

response based on the problem, the response is therefore the only empirically identifiable object 

in a problematisation analysis. It is through looking at the responses, that one is able to see what 

the problem was perceived as. The process of problematisation therefore consists firstly of a certain 

thing posing as a problem and then secondly of a specific response expressed as an action or 

utterance. An analysis of problematisations therefore focuses on the exchange between problem 

and response. Such an analysis therefore has the responses as their object of analysis and through 

those identify the way something has posed a problem.  

When one problematises a certain phenomenon, process or behaviour, then one commits 

thought to that problem. It is this commitment to the problem that leads to a response. Foucault 

noted that:  

 

there is a relation between the thing which is problematised and the process of 

problematisation. For I think there is a relation between the thing which is problematised 

and the process of problematisation. The problematisation is an ‘answer’ to a concrete 

situation which is real.70   

 

The process of problematisation is linked to the real phenomenon, process or behaviour that is 

problematised. By problematising something, one commits thought to the problem and thus 

responds to the problem by problematising it. The response is therefore an actual answer to that 

very thing which poses an actual and real problem. Problematisation analysis is, in short, the 
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analysis of real problems that have occurred relevant and meaningful at different times. They have 

occurred important to such a degree that actors have found it worthwhile to respond to them with 

solutions. 

Empirical sources in writing a history of governmentality in welfare 

politics 

In this thesis I have been interested in investigating how people have been governed within 

three specific welfare areas. The analysis has focused on the governing within the period from 

1955 to 2006. The temporal delineation of the assignment is based on the widespread notion that 

the political welfare state and therefore the different welfare areas saw an increased focus in the 

period after the Second World War and the welfare state was largely developed in the start of this 

period, with the introduction of national pension in 1955.71 The periodic delineation ends with the 

Welfare Reform in 2006, because it is the first major welfare reform and it specifically focuses on 

education, unemployment and retirement. The periodic delineation does not suggest that 

problematisations of school, unemployment and retirement started or suddenly emerged in the 

1950s. It is indeed obvious that these problems have a much longer pre-history; a pre-history which 

could be traced back much longer and to the 17th and 18th centuries in specific. Yet the periodic 

limitation of the present dissertation does indicate that a changed political climate in the years 

following the Second World War constituted a large political change.72 Indeed, the dissertation 

holds that a new ‘continental drift’ in public attention to schools, employment and retirement did 

start to emerge in the period after the 1950s. As existing literature also suggests, significant 

changes in governance and governmental rationality occurred in the selected period.73 

The analysis is mainly focused on the historical development in governmentality and not 

covering the complete political history in the three welfare areas. That is why the dissertation takes 
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a point of departure in the major policies within each area. The policies were selected on the criteria 

of being highlighted by political historians and experts as having introduced a significant change 

to their respective welfare areas.74 Therefore the body of texts that constitutes the main part of the 

empirical material analysed in this dissertation, is legal documents, policy papers, commission 

reports and policy related documents and thus resemble what Foucault calls ‘prescriptive’ texts.75 

They are prescriptive in the way that they offer suggestions or advice on how to govern. The 

empirical delimitation restricts the master thesis statements to not only the political field, but only 

from the view point of politicians, lawmakers and others related to Danish government. The 

selection criteria have given the analysis an in-depth empirical foundation. An in-depth empirical 

foundation increases the likelihood for the analysis to discover something which others might have 

overlooked. Even if nothing new is discovered, it nevertheless allows for a saturation of the 

research arguments, with empirical details. An extensive empirical focus lends itself to the 

inductive approach of this thesis, because it forces the researcher to actually focus on what the 

empirical evidence shows and find patterns and tendencies in that. Thus, avoiding the pitfall of the 

researcher approaching the empirical evidence with a hypothetically controlled frame of what 

patterns and tendencies the evidence is expected to show.  

The objective of this master thesis is characterising the way in which the government aimed 

at governing the individuals. It is therefore interested in the way that certain governing techniques 

was utilised, with what purpose and how this specific way of governing was rationalised. The 

notion of governmentality encapsulates this specific reflection in the practice of government. 

Governmentality covers not only the rationalisation of governmental practices, but also how the 

government sought to shape citizens as members of society, through a process conceptualised as 

‘conditionalisation’. Because this thesis is interested in the way individuals were perceived within 

the practice of government, the notion of conditionalisation allows for a description of the process 

with which the individuals are both at the same time made to be something, that they are already 

assumed to be. But the empirical delimitation does not make it possible to know how the 
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individuals actually conceived of themselves, the notion of conditionalisation can instead describe 

the framework of possible actions for the individual and therefore allow for a description of the 

way in which the government perceived the individual.  

It is through a history of problematisations that one can describe the rationalisation of 

governmental practices which this dissertation aims at doing. As described earlier, the 

identification of problematisation allows for an analysis of thinking. It is made possible by 

identifying and analysing the different responses to certain behaviour, process or phenomenon 

which has posed as a problem for somebody. The responses are the only empirically identifiable 

and they are the product of a certain process of thinking, or in Foucault own terms problematising. 

By identifying and analysing these different responses it allows the research to describe the way 

governing has been rationalised.  

Three governmental areas have been chosen, that have structured the problematisation 

analysis and therefore constitute a chapter each. The areas have been selected based on a criterium 

of their explanatory power in regards to the individuals being governed. Those three welfare areas 

cover most of the Danish population because they are areas with which everyone is expected to be 

in contact, that is to say, the educational system, the unemployment system and the retirement 

system. The three areas are furthermore consecutive to one another; one is educated first, then 

participates in the labour market, and lastly withdraws from the labour market. Therefore, these 

different areas allow for a wide description of how individuals are governed and with what 

techniques. The aspiration was to describe the governing done to the majority of the population, 

compared to governing which targeted a minority or marginalised groups, such as the governing 

of criminality, madness or immigration. 

The government of schooling, 

unemployment and retirement have structured 

the analysis of problematisation. For every 

response in the welfare areas I have 

approached them in the same manner and 

therefore their history of problematisations have a similar structure. This structure is characterised 

by a chronological order of the exchange between problem and response in the problematisation 

process.  
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The three dimensions of thought were a central analytical register in the approach of analysing 

the problem-response exchanges. The dimension concerned with the region of veridiction covers 

the way in which a truth can supposedly be revealed in regards to the problem-response exchange. 

Since there is very little change in this dimension, it plays a minor role in the analysis. Instead 

focus is mainly on the modes of formation of the subject and the normative frameworks. The 

modes of formation for the subject allows for the analysis of the way in which the individual is 

conditionalised by the different policies. While the dimension concerned with normative 

frameworks is interested in the prescriptive patterns within the governing field. It therefore allows 

the researcher to identify the patterns of norms according to which all governing is enacted. The 

dimension is in other words interested in the norms present within a certain governmentality.  
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Part 2 - Analyses of the governing of welfare politics 
In the following three histories of problematization will be presented. The first chapter concerns 

the primary school policy, the second chapter deals with unemployment policy and the third covers 

retirement policy. Each of these chapters cover the major policies throughout the period and what 

problem these policies supposedly responded to, what governmental techniques were utilized and 

in light of those techniques, how the individual is perceived. The end of each chapter covers what 

insights have become apparent about the developments of governmentality in that specific welfare 

area, in light of the problematization analysis. 

Primary School 

This part of the analysis investigates the problematizations in regards to the governing of pupils in 

primary school [Folkeskolen]. The problematization focuses on the question of the purpose of 

primary school and with what techniques this purpose is achieved, therefore it is an analysis of (1) 

what the pupils are being educated for, (2) what tools are used in this education and (3) what 

individual is presupposed, perceived as the way in which the individual is conditionalized. The 

chapter shows that there is a shift in what the education of the individuals are oriented towards. 

The history of problematizations is therefore structured with respect to how the politicians and the 

government committed and responded to the problem regarding the education of pupils in primary 

school. In sum, the historical sketch below shows the different responses to the problem of 

educating young individuals in the Danish context from the mid 20th century to the beginning of 

the 21st century.   

1958 - A school focused on equal opportunity and happy people 

In May 1958 a reform was enacted that restructured primary school.76 In relation to the reform 

came ‘The Teaching Guide for Primary School’, which was more commonly known as the Blue 

Report [Blå Betænkning].77 The primary School Reform and the Blue Report were the foundation 
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for the school system in the years following. With the introduction of the Blue Report, the purpose 

of primary school was described as:  

 

Det er skolens formål at dygtiggøre børnene til at gå ud i samfunds- og erhvervslivet, 

velegnede til at opfylde de krav, man med rimelighed kan stille, men først og fremmest er 

det skolens opgave at fremme alle muligheder for, at børnene kan vokse op som 

harmoniske, lykkelige og gode mennesker. 78 

 

The school had a twofold aim, on one hand it had to promote and develop the children's aptitude 

and skills. The formulation suggested both of these were inherent to the children and the school 

would have to foster them in order to develop them. On the other hand, the school also had to 

strengthen the character of children and give them useful properties. The Blue Report stressed that 

the schools’ primary purpose was to promote the children’s happiness, secondly to upskill them. 

This was also evident from the presentation of the reform, where the minister of education, Jørgen 

Jørgensen said that “the primary goal must be to make the children happy, not competitive”.79 

Focus was primarily on the children's life and being, secondly their skills and abilities.80 The way 

to achieve these goals was through an education which based itself on interest, activity and desire. 

The reasoning was that one’s ability was closely linked to one’s desire, e.g. that a desire to read 

was related to the ability to read and the teachers would have to invoke that desire to read. At the 

same time memorization and dictation was frowned upon as being too mechanical.81 

In order to achieve the purposes, set forth in both the commission and the reform several 

techniques were implemented. It included a restructuring of the school to make it uniform across 

cities and countryside [Enhedsskolen]. Before the reform, there was a difference in how schools 

in the countryside and in the city were organised. Both had grades from 1st to 7th with the 

opportunity to enter Middle School [Mellemskolen]] after 5th grade. Middle School lasted 4 years 

and thus amounted to 9 years of schooling, instead of the typical 7 years, which was the legal 

requirement at the time. Middle School structure was mainly prevalent in the cities. The structure 
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in the countryside was different, because the number of children determined how many year groups 

the children were divided into.82  

With the reform in 1958 the pupils would now receive the same education by unifying the 

way schools were structured in the countryside and in the cities. Exam middle school was 

discontinued and instead primary school was extended with an optional 3 years, so it would now 

cover 1st to 10th grade. After the 7th year it was possible to enter 3 years of Real School 

[Realskole]. It would exist alongside the 3 new optional years in primary school, but differentiated 

itself, by emphasizing academic curricula, while 8th, 9th and 10th grade in primary school was 

emphasizing practical curricula.83 The goal was to give everyone everywhere access to the same 

service and therefore equal opportunity to take further education. It would secure everyone an 

equal opportunity for social mobility.84 The ideas were captured by the social democrat K.B. 

Andersen:  

 

Overbetoner vi i individualismens navn den personlige udfoldelse, 

konkurrencementaliteten, kappestræbet og egoismen som samfundsmæssige drivkræfter 

kan vi godt samtidig afskrive muligheden for at komme væk fra det bestående samfund 

med dets angst og utryghed. Har vi ikke mod til at gøre fællesskabet, solidariteten, 

samarbejdsviljen til afgørende anskuelser, kan vi ikke gøre os noget håb om at bygge et 

samfund af væsentlig anden struktur end det nuværende.85 

 

The undivided school, it was assumed, would thus improve children’s ability to feel solidarity and 

break down “the competition mentality”. Children with different skill levels should be mixed, so 

that the strong presumably would get an understanding for the weaker pupils in a given subject. 

The opportunity of transferring to Real School was based on an evaluation of the individuals 

maturity and knowledge, not through an entrance exam. In this way, competition and division was 

deemphasized, while desire, unity and the individual became central. Even though school was 

undivided, a mechanism of differentiation was implemented. The children were still differentiated 

                                                
82 Ning de Coninck-Smith & Lisa Rosén Rasmussen, Dansk Skolehistorie, bind 4: Da skolen blev sin egen: 1920-
1970 (2014), 45. 
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1970 (2014), 45. 
84 Stefan Hermann, Magt & Oplysning: (2007), 66-70. 
85 Quoted from Ove K. Pedersen, Konkurrencestaten (2011), 178-179.  
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by skills, needs and interest and the teachings were therefore also increasingly differentiated.86 

One of the tools for instigating solidarity was group work, which allowed the children to see their 

peers perform, their level and reactions and thus presumably facilitate solidarity.87  

The reform was a response to the issue of balancing the different forms of school, by creating 

a universal structure for everyone. It sought to create equal opportunities for education for the 

children in cities and the countryside.88 In order to do so, school would be undivided and this 

would in turn allow for the development of solidarity, which was further emphasized through 

group work. School would foster the desire of the children, in order to develop their skills and 

aptitudes. In the end, it was assumed that this approach would turn the children into happy and 

good people. 

1975 - Democracy as the centre of primary school and increased influence 

A new object clause for primary school was formulated in 1975. The reform was needed because 

of a growing uncertainty as to the role of primary school going forward and its general structure, 

especially in regards to examinations.89 Furthermore, the reform came in the wake of the oil crisis 

in 1973. This new economic situation needed to be taken into account when designing the 

education of the country’s future generations.90 In 1975 a reform was finalized and the new 

educational purpose of primary school was: 

 

Folkeskolens opgave er i samarbejde med forældrene at give eleverne mulighed for at 

tilegne sig kundskaber, færdigheder, arbejdsmetoder og udtryksformer, som medvirker til 

den enkelte elevs alsidige udvikling. 

Folkeskolen må i hele sit arbejde søge at skabe sådanne muligheder for oplevelse og 

selvvirksomhed, at eleven kan øge sin lyst til at lære, udfolde sin fantasi og opøve sin evne 

til selvstændig vurdering og stillingtagen. 
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87 Stefan Hermann, Magt & Oplysning: (2007), 64-65.  
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Folkeskolen forbereder eleverne til medleven og medbestemmelse i et demokratisk 

samfund og til medansvar for løsningen af fælles opgaver. Skolens undervisning og hele 

dagligliv må derfor bygge på åndsfrihed og demokrati.91 

 

The school’s purpose had a dual focus on both the individual and the community. The school 

should contribute to the individual's versatile development and also prepare the children for taking 

responsibility for societal tasks. This schism was evident through the introduction of the notion of 

democracy and the inclusion of the children’s democratic education, which was also one of the 

major differences compared to the prior formulation. Democratic virtues became the value 

foundation upon which the school was based. The school would prepare children to immerse 

themselves and participate in a democratic society that was characterized by pluralism and 

intellectual liberty.92 The new wording also showed that school addressed an individual that was 

no longer “a child”, but rather “a pupil”. This phrasing reflected that the individual was to a larger 

extent seen as a ‘whole person’, that had to acquire moral and cultural traits.93 Pupils were 

encouraged to take an active role in their schooling, by choosing the content of their education. 

This was done through project-oriented schooling, wherein pupils could focus on topics of their 

interest and thereby directly influence their education. The project would be interdisciplinary and 

reinforce the connection between theory and practice. It was assumed that a project-oriented 

schooling would lead to the students collaboratively influencing the content of their education.94 

The introduction of elective classes, such as machine typing, childcare or woodworking, is an 

example of initiatives to encourage the pupils to take an active role and shape their education based 

on interests.95 Concurrently, two new subjects were added to the pupils schedule: class time 

[Klassens time] and contemporary orientation [Samtidsorientering]. The latter was a class focused 

on teaching the children about local, national and global issues, in order to prepare them for the 

responsibility of being a democratic citizen. The purpose was to teach pupils how to judge 

economic, political and ideological statements, as well as understanding political and social 
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conflicts in the hopes that it would awaken a political interest in them. In class pupils were 

approached as fellow citizens and the class sought to teach them how to deal with their individual 

political influence.96 Democracy also became an organizing principle in school. It was encouraged 

that the planning and organization of teaching, including the choice of method and form of 

teaching, should take place in collaboration between teachers and pupils.97 This was mostly evident 

through the new subject, class time, wherein pupils could bring up different topics and social 

issues, and then spend time discussing them as a group. The teacher was meant to be a discrete 

assistant in these discussions. The module aimed at bringing about a feeling of community and 

figured as an example of participatory democracy for the pupils.98 Even before that, through the 

introduction of the right to hold student councils, the envisioning of school and classrooms as 

democratic communities was started. Student councils would give the pupils participatory 

influence on the school policies and their own education. For that reason, pupil councils were 

emphasized as a method for inspiring a democratic feeling in the pupils.99  

The reform also reflected an increased emphasis on equality and equal worth, which was seen 

as a characteristic of a modern dynamic society. It was evident in the restructuring of the school, 

where Real School [Realskolen] was removed, so pupils would no longer be divided into 

academically and practically focused sections.  The idea of the united school became central. The 

pupils were only split up in a few classes based on their ability.100 Creating formal equality was 

not enough, instead the techniques employed were aiming at creating equality of outcome, wherein 

“‘weaker pupils’ received more education than the ‘strong ones’, so that they could be brought to 

the same educational level”.101 By having inclusive classes, the idea was that it could help the weak 

pupils by demanding the solidarity of the stronger pupils in the different classes. By abolishing the 

differentiation based on cognitive abilities, no one would feel excluded.102 The emphasis lay not 

only on giving the pupils the same opportunities and the same undivided education, but rather an 
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equality of results. The idea was that this would stimulate social mobility and thereby help break 

negative social inheritance. Education was seen as a central mechanism to break social barriers. 

This was also the main reason behind the decision to extend compulsory education from seven to 

nine years three years prior to the reform.103 

1993 - Personal development, increased individualization and introspective 

In 1993, a new law reforming primary school was ratified. The new law was focused on reforming 

the content of the actual curricula in primary school and while mainly working with the purpose 

of school previously formulated in 1975 as the following object clause shows.104  

 

Folkeskolens opgave er i samarbejde med forældrene at fremme elevernes tilegnelse af 

kundskaber, færdigheder, arbejdsmetoder og udtryksformer, der medvirker til den enkelte 

elevs alsidige personlige udvikling. 

Folkeskolen må søge at skabe sådanne rammer for oplevelse, virkelyst og fordybelse, at 

eleverne udvikler erkendelse, fantasi og lyst til at lære, således at de opnår tillid til egne 

muligheder og baggrund for at tage stilling og handle. 

Folkeskolen skal gøre eleverne fortrolige med dansk kultur og bidrage til deres forståelse 

for andre kulturer og for menneskets samspil med naturen. Skolen forbereder eleverne til 

medbestemmelse, medansvar, rettigheder og pligter i et samfund med frihed og folkestyre. 

Skolens undervisning og hele dagligliv må derfor bygge på åndsfrihed, ligeværd og 

demokrati.105 

 

The focus on the loose notion of democracy was further elaborated and made more concrete. 

School was to prepare pupils not only for life in a democratic country but rather to prepare them  

“for the participation, responsibility, rights and duties in a society”. This shows that pupils were 

meant to learn how to administer certain privileges in society, such as participation and social 

rights, but also learn about their duties in civil society. The duty in this quid pro quo principle, is 

a demand for self-development of the individual, as seen in  the addition of the word ‘personal’ 
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[“personlige”] to the “individual pupil’s versatile personal development”.106 A focus in the new 

reform was the individual’s personal development, because knowledge was no longer something 

the teachers had to pass on to the pupils and fill them like empty vessel, but instead it would come 

from within pupils themselves, as highlighted by Hanne Thanning Jacobsen from SF: 

 

Loven er det endelige opgør med den gammeldags skoleform, hvor eleverne blev betragtet 

som krukker, som læreren skulle fylde viden på, mens eleverne var passive tilhørere til en 

docerende enetale. Nu baner vi vej for en skole hvor eleverne får plads til selvudfoldelse, 

fordybelse og oplevelse.107 

 

When the knowledge is developed by the students themselves then the individual pupil’s 

qualifications and personal development became the starting point for teaching. The focus on the 

individual's qualifications and personal development were incorporated in the teaching methods 

through concepts such as teaching differentiation, team collaboration and teaching across 

disciplines on an everyday basis. The new project assignments for the 9th and 10th grades clarified 

the interdisciplinary intention and gave pupils the opportunity for “professional immersion, 

overview and experience of coherence”.108 In this way the methods for teaching did not change 

much, but rather there was a shift in focus towards the process of learning. The primary focus was 

no longer on the actual teaching method, but instead on whether the methods utilised facilitated 

personal development, so the pupils could gain proficiencies and qualifications. In short, pupils 

should gain more responsibility for their own learning, while also becoming the source of it - with 

the teacher in the role of a manager that would stimulate the pupil’s learning.109 Teaching became 

individualized and every pupil had to be stimulated in the right way to maximize their learning 

experience. This differentiation meant that the concept of equality changed. Instead of focusing on 

producing equal results, it was about stimulating and challenging pupils equally on an individual 

level. In this way differentiation in the education was guaranteeing challenges for the stronger 

pupils, instead of focusing on the inclusion of the weaker ones.110  
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The new reform also introduced a new course in primary school, where a pupil’s development 

and learning processes were in focus and the individual as a producer of knowledge was central. 

In the new course called Uddannelses-, erhvervs- og arbejdsmarkedsorientering the pupils 

themselves were the object of analysis with the focus of the class being on preparing and informing 

pupils for their choice of education and future work.111 Pupils had to create an action plan for their 

future education, by examining and diagnosing themselves.112 They would become aware of their 

expectations, condition and preferences, by examining and diagnosing themselves, both in regards 

to economy, friends and living situation, in order to be able to create an action plan for their future 

education. The course description included a model exercise called “The CEO of my own life”.113 

Through a series of questions, pupils were to become aware of their dreams, turn them into long-

term goals and finally create short-term goals which could help them achieve their long-term goals. 

Here the pupils were to use a rational calculation when identifying obstacles and assistive factors 

in their way to their goals. Pupils were expected to know the direction of their life and be actively 

engaged in reaching a certain goal as the following statement in the course description shows: “If 

you do not know where you want to go, then you are going nowhere”.114 An important element in 

the action plan was that it needed to be constantly reviewed and adapted to changing circumstances 

and preferences. In this way the pupils were taught to identify their preferences and goals, while 

using rational calculations to figure out how to achieve them.115  

2006 - Globalisation demands testing in clear goals and competition.   

In 2000, Danish pupils took part in the first PISA test done by the OECD, which tested the reading 

and writing skills of the pupils, and compared it to the other OECD countries. Three years later 

another PISA test was conducted measuring pupils' mathematics level. Both times Danish pupils 

ranked much lower than politicians and government had expected. This challenged their idea that 

Denmark had the world’s best educational system.116 The disappointing results prompted the 
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government to initiate another primary school reform as part of the Welfare Reform in 2006; this 

reform included a new overall object clause: 

 

Folkeskolen skal i samarbejde med forældrene give eleverne kundskaber og færdigheder, 

der: forbereder dem til videre uddannelse og giver dem lyst til at lære mere, gør dem 

fortrolige med dansk kultur og historie, giver dem forståelse for andre lande og kulturer, 

bidrager til deres forståelse for menneskets samspil med naturen og fremmer den enkelte 

elevs alsidige udvikling.  

Folkeskolen skal udvikle arbejdsmetoder og skabe rammer for oplevelse, fordybelse og 

virkelyst, så eleverne udvikler erkendelse og fantasi og får tillid til egne muligheder og 

baggrund for at tage stilling og handle. 

Folkeskolen skal forberede eleverne til deltagelse, medansvar, rettigheder og pligter i et 

samfund med frihed og folkestyre. Skolens virke skal derfor være præget af åndsfrihed, 

ligeværd og demokrati.117 

 

One of the main changes was that proficiency [kundskaber] and skills [færdigheder] were the only 

means to the “individual pupil’s versatile development”. This change explains the large focus on 

these competencies and the removal of the word personal in the same quote, both of which I will 

explore further later. The proficiencies and skills were ‘given’ to the pupils and no longer 

developed. These ideas carried the underlying assumption that pupils were empty vessels which 

teachers should fill with knowledge and skills. The teacher was no longer a manager that had to 

facilitate the right learning environment and processes. Rather the teacher was an authority figure 

when it came to knowledge and had to transfer this knowledge to their pupils.118 The role of the 

school had changed from being based on [bygge på] a notion of democracy, but was now instead 

influenced by it [præget af]. The foundation of the school and its methods were not permeated by 

democracy anymore. With the new role of schools came also new tasks, one of which was to 

prepare the pupils for “further education and sparking in them the desire to learn more”.  

Driven by the disappointing PISA-test results, politicians believed that the issue had been that 

“primary school for a number of years has placed too little emphasis on competencies and results. 
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(...) [Therefore some pupils] may have difficulty coping with the challenges of global society”.119 

The low-ranking results of Danish pupils indicated that they did not have the needed competencies 

in order to successfully cope with the challenges of globalisation. In this way globalisation required 

that primary school put a greater emphasis on competencies. As a result, the OECD recommended 

that the single best improvement of the Danish school system would be the introduction of 

evaluation. The idea was that regular evaluation would improve learning journeys by pinpointing 

a pupil’s weaknesses and thereby showcasing where they needed to improve.120 The government 

responded by introducing ongoing pupil evaluations and yearly national tests with the new reform, 

as well as a more detailed curriculum [Centrale Kundskabs- og Færdighedsområder]. The more 

detailed curriculum in the various courses was believed to guarantee that pupils would get the 

needed competencies.121 The national test consisted of 12 different tests, each made up of three 

profile areas122, wherein the pupils were tested on the curriculum. Emphasis was on 

Danish/reading, mathematics, English and natural science classes as the main competencies.123 

The test would therefore ensure an individualization.124 The individualization in this approach was 

different to the democratic approach in the previous reform, where all pupils were approached as 

unique and different. The new individualising approach divided and ranked, and was characterized 

by self-responsibility, goal-orientedness and scalable performance.125 The testing and comparison 

through ranking were based on mechanisms of competition. Because the key to ranking is that the 

higher one is ranked the better, thus introduces competition among students.126 The ranking was 

done based on a comparison and testing of individual aspects that were measurable, such as their 

ability to conjugate verbs, instead of a holistic view of the pupil.127 In this way individuals were 
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conditionalised to be competitive and furthermore conceive of themselves as self-responsible and 

goal-oriented. 

Besides Danish, mathematics and natural science courses, which were emphasized due to their 

ability to give the competencies needed for a globalised society, there was also an increased 

emphasis on creativity and the creative courses in the new curriculums. The creative courses 

became important because creativity was a method for generating ideas and the courses would 

give the pupils creative skills, challenge habitual thinking and teach them through trial and error.128 

The teaching methods revolved around entrepreneurial methods and throughout the curriculums 

called Centrale Kundskabs- og Færdighedsområder, there was a focus on the innovative aspects 

of courses. Innovation was understood as “transforming a creative idea into practical value for 

others”.129 In this way creativity had an entrepreneurial focus on producing something of value for 

others. By including aspects of innovation and idea generation, primary school would encourage 

a culture of entrepreneurship and independence, which gave the pupils the innovative 

competencies that were needed in a globalised labour market.130  

Summary and chapter conclusion 

The purpose of primary school has gone through a fundamental transformation. The reform of the 

primary school structure in 1958 and the Blue Report sought to improve the opportunity for all 

children to grow up as harmonic, happy and good people. The first step to achieve this goal was 

to cut out the differences between the schools in the countryside and the cities and harmonize the 

Danish school system. The goal was to give everyone everywhere access to the same service and 

therefore equal opportunity to take further education. This was thought to be the basis for equal 

opportunities for everyone and secure a certain social mobility.131 Pupils were in their later year 

groups divided into courses that mainly focused on academic abilities and those focused on the 

practical abilities. Children with different skill levels would be mixed, so the strong would get an 

understanding for the weaker pupils in a given subject. This inclusive and undivided school was 

assumed to improve the solidarity of children, while also diminishing the mentality of constant 
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competition. The teaching focused on inspiring enjoyment and desire in the children and through 

this the abilities of the children were assumed to improve. 

After the reform in 1975, the purpose of school was to give pupils the opportunity to acquire 

abilities, skills, working methods and forms of expression, in order to stimulate the individual 

pupils' versatile development. School would prepare pupils for a participatory role in a democratic 

society. This was done through making the concept of democracy the foundation of the school and 

letting democratic ideals and democratic methods permeate the teaching. With the introduction of 

the subject class time, the classroom became a small model of democracy since pupils would be 

in charge of modelling the class by bringing up relevant social topics to discuss. Student councils 

would give pupils influence over their own education, as well as introducing democratic structures 

in the governing body of schools. Elective classes were introduced, in order for the student to 

influence and shape their education to a larger degree. At the same time Real School was 

discontinued, so the division between the academic and practically focused school ceased to exist. 

This would unify pupils of all skill levels in the same classes. 

In 1993 the purpose of school was once again reformed. The focus shifted towards developing 

the pupils' proficiencies and this was done by managing the processes that would give pupils the 

right stimulation. Developing the pupil’s abilities was now central to the school. To stimulate the 

development of the pupils the course Uddannelses,- erhvervs- og arbejdsmarkedsorientering was 

introduced. Pupils were to become aware of their expectations, condition and preferences through 

the use of rational calculations, by examining and diagnosing themselves, both in regards to 

economy, friends and living situation, in order to be able to create an action plan for their future 

education and work life. School was meant to prepare pupils for their duties in society as well as 

teach them about their rights as citizens.  

As previously explained, the reform in 2006 was a response to Danish students poor PISA test 

results. The focus of this reform lay on giving pupils the needed competencies to be prepared for 

a globalised labour market. The way to ensure that pupils would have the needed skills and abilities 

was through implementing ongoing tests and evaluation, so that any lack in competencies could 

be identified early on. Through testing, ranking and comparison schools introduced strong 

elements of competition between the pupils. Pupils would also be encouraged to develop 

innovative and entrepreneurial mindsets through an increased focus on the creative aspects of 

courses and creative classes in general. The idea was that through competition and testing pupils 
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would acquire the needed competencies and innovative and entrepreneurial mindset so that they 

would be prepared for global competition. 

  

Year Problem Response 

1958 Insufficient social mobility The same structure of schooling for 

everyone 

1975 New expectations for individuals as co-

citizens 

Democracy as the foundation of the school 

and its methods. 

1993 All students were treated the same Create the right individual stimulation and 

make pupils aware of their interests 

2006 Disappointing results in comparison 

with other countries 

Continuous evaluation and clear academic 

goals that can be quantified and compared 

 

The history of problematization shows the change in Denmark’s schooling system’ orientation. In 

the 1970s it was oriented towards preparing pupils for participating in a modern democracy, while 

in the 2000s it was preparing pupils for participation in global competition. Thus, school ended up 

focusing on preparing pupils for the labour market. Initially the government took responsibility for 

the development of the job relevant competencies and later the government conditionalized 

individuals to take responsibility themselves for being prepared for the labour market. With this 

change in orientation came also a change in the goal of school. The three first reforms aimed at 

‘producing’ happy pupils that had incorporated democratic virtues which lay the foundation for 

their part-taking in establishing a society characterised by equality. With the reform in 2006, the 

goal of the schooling system became giving pupils the necessary competencies to be competitive 

in a globalised society. In this way education became market oriented.   

In the 1950s the political response sought to offer every pupil education structured in the same 

way. Later on, schools sought to give the pupils the necessary stimulation and in the 1990s the 

response was to implement measures that would teach pupils to be aware of their interests. In the 

2000s school would govern pupils according to their interests, so that tests would show the pupils 
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what was in their interests, namely to learn the curriculum and acquire competencies that were 

needed in the labour market. In this way the mechanisms and instruments used in the governance 

of the pupil moved closer and closer to the individual's personality. Initially in the 1950s the 

governing focused on measures external to the individual, such as mixing pupils and offering them 

access to the same education. Later on, in the 1970s and 1990s, the increased influence on their 

own education, conditioned pupils to be increasingly self-conscious and aware of their interests. 

With the techniques moving closer to the individual the requirement and introperspective expected 

from the pupil increased. A great deal of self-insight was presupposed, to the extent that pupils 

could answer questions such as “What do you need to learn now?”.132 The pupil would have to be 

very aware of their own interests and needs, while also approaching their education through a 

‘rational choice’-logic. The introduction of ongoing tests and evaluations was thought to help 

pinpoint the pupils' needs. In this way, schools tried to conditionalise pupils, by creating the 

necessary framework for them, so they can become aware of their own interests and needs. As the 

instrument for teaching changed, so did the view of the pupils. When the teaching methods focused 

on stimulating the pupils, the pupils themselves were seen as the source of knowledge. Later on, 

when knowledge was something that had to be given to the pupils and pupils were considered 

empty vessels.  

The purpose of school seemed to move away from goals that were abstract and difficult to 

verify and move towards goals that were tangible and concrete. The more abstract purposes of the 

1970’s schooling system introduced above, such as making pupils happy or preparing them 

sufficiently for democracy, is very complex and difficult to verify. With the introduction of the 

detailed curriculum, the educational goals became concretised in 2006: school was supposed to 

pass on knowledge and skills needed in the global market. Because of their concrete nature, these 

goals were easier to verify. The schooling system’s effectivity in reaching its goals were 

measurable through simply testing the pupils. At the same time the attitude towards testing and 

comparing changed, from something that was seen as demotivating and would inhibit learning, 

into something that was motivating and refined learning. It had become much more evident to see 

whether school successfully achieved their purpose and also whether pupils acquired the 

competencies that the policies were aiming for. This could explain why there was a movement 
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away from the older techniques of teaching, such as stimulation, and the abstract aims, such as 

happy people, and instead more concrete goals and techniques were implemented. 

 

 Region of Veridiction Normative framework The modes of formation of 

the subject 

Start Unclear Everyone was to receive the 

same teaching focusing on 

them as happy people 

Community-oriented and 

solidary individuals with 

democratic influence 

End Verified through testing 

of quantifiable skills and 

comparison of results 

Individualized teaching, with 

clear measurable goals 

Utility maximising, 

entrepreneurial and 

competitive individuals with 

clear interests 
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Unemployment 
This part of the analysis investigates the problematizations in regards to the governing of 

introducing unemployed people back into the labour market. The problematization focuses on the 

question of the cause for unemployment and with what mechanisms unemployment is 

counteracted. Therefore, it is an analysis of (1) what the cause of unemployment is, (2) what 

techniques are used in governing the unemployed into employment, and (3) what individual is 

presupposed or conditioned by the policies. The chapter shows that there is a shift in what was 

conceived as the cause of unemployment and a change in the believed responsibility. Hence, the 

history of problematizations is structured with respect to how the politicians and the government 

committed and responded to the problem of unemployment. In other words, the historical sketch 

below shows the different responses to the problem of governing unemployment into employment 

in the Danish context from the mid 20th century to the beginning of the 21st century.  

1955 - Unemployment as a practical problem 

In the aftermath of World War II, unemployment had emerged as a serious problem and a matter 

of ongoing concern that required analysis and a firm societal response. Different committees 

identified two notable causes of unemployment. The first was the unemployment issue in certain 

regions of Jutland. A commissary report published in 1955, identified the cause as an inheritance 

from the Second World War.133 The report pointed out that the main hindrance for re-employment 

was the lack of knowledge by workers in regards to the whereabouts of vacant positions. Once a 

vacant position was found the hindrance was a matter of practical issues, such as whether the 

worker could afford to move close to the new position. The solution to this problem of regional 

unemployment seemed quite simple: informing the unemployed of vacant positions and if needed 

encouraging them to move to different parts of the country where jobs were available. The work 

referral offices [Arbejdsanvisningen] were supporting the relocation of workers, by giving travel 

and moving subsidies. Additionally, companies were incentivized by the state to set up their 

business in the identified regions in Jutland through special benefits and loans.134  

                                                
133 Arbejds- og boligministeriet, Betænkning vedrørende arbejdsløshedsøerne i Jylland, Betænkning nr. 116 (1955), 
19. 
134 Arbejds- og boligministeriet, Betænkning vedrørende arbejdsløshedsøerne i Jylland, Betænkning nr. 116 (1955), 
24-28. 
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The second issue was participation of women in the labour market in the 1950s. A commissary 

report deemed that a “rationalization of the household chores” was needed, since this was the main 

hindrance for women’s participation in the labour market.135 The report highlighted how women 

wanted to work, both to earn a wage, but also because of “an expression of a desire to achieve 

greater independence than before”.136 The issue seemed to be that household chores were too time 

consuming and therefore made it difficult for women to also hold a job. The report recommended 

to avoid adding taxes to products that could reduce time and energy spent on household chores 

and to even create pamphlets informing society of these ‘time-saving’ products and inventions. 

These pamphlets should raise awareness of products “of significant importance for relieving the 

workload in the home”.137 Among those products were such things as washing machines and 

ready-made meals, that would reduce time spent on grocery shopping and cooking. By simplifying 

and ‘rationalizing’ housework, it was assumed that more women would be able to enter and stay 

in the job market.  

Both of these perceived roots of unemployment indicates that the problem was mainly 

believed to be caused by practical reasons, such as the time and energy consuming household 

chores and the lack of information on the whereabouts of vacant positions. The government’s 

responses were therefore also mainly focusing on practical solutions.  

To summarise, unemployment was considered a practical problem caused by a lack of 

information on either the whereabouts of open positions or caused by the lack of time and energy 

outside of household chores to hold occupation. The response was to make job referral offices pass 

on information on vacant positions and subsidies movement to the new position. The other 

response was to promote inventions that could reduce the time and energy spent on household 

chores. In these responses it is presupposed that the individual is both information seeking and 

willing to adapt and move. 

1966 - The government assumes responsibility for unemployment 

In 1966, a change was made in the unemployed policies which included a sharp increase in 

unemployment benefits. The same policies moved the check-up of the unemployed from the 

                                                
135 Boligministeriet, Fællesanlæg til lettelse af hjemmets arbejde, Betænkning nr. 57 (1954), 9. 
136 Boligministeriet, Fællesanlæg til lettelse af hjemmets arbejde, Betænkning nr. 57 (1954), 7. 
137 Boligministeriet, Fællesanlæg til lettelse af hjemmets arbejde, Betænkning nr. 57 (1954), 8, 9 & 13-14. 
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unemployment insurance funds [A-kasser] to the publicly controlled work referral offices 

[Arbejdsanvisningen].138 The change of who controlled the unemployed, meant that the 

government would now take care of the unemployed. The presumed cause of unemployment in 

the time period from the 1960s to 1980s were mainly cyclical fluctuations in the economy.  It was 

considered the government’s responsibility to protect individuals affected by these fluctuations. 

Because the individual had no influence on the cyclical changes, the government was perceived as 

responsible for the unemployed. The spokesperson from the Danish Social-Liberal party, Svend 

Haugaard, even explicitly commented that the implemented changes were based on the assumption 

that “the state had the overall responsibility for the development of employment, which is why the 

state and not the workers had to bear the risk of supporting the unemployed”.139 Because of the 

cyclical changes, the reform was later also assisted by Keynesian measures to influence the 

effective demand for labour by increasing production and the employment in certain industries.140 

The motivation behind the social reform was that in the future the support should function as a real 

replacement for lost earnings and not only cover the most necessary needs.141 The report on social 

reform phrased it: 

 

Formålet må først og fremmest være at forebygge, at korterevarende indkomstmangel 

skal føre til en social tilbagegang for den pågældende (eller for familien), som det kan 

være vanskeligt eller umuligt at rette op, og som kan føre til, at der vil blive stillet stærkt 

forøgede krav til samfundets øvrige hjælpeforanstaltninge.142 

 

The objective of the reform was to prevent and avoid social setback by offering support for 

individuals that were unable to sustain themselves due to a lack of income. The government wanted 

to avoid social and economic marginalisation of the unemployed which would increase inequality 

in society. The solution was to give the individuals the right to a reasonable standard of living and 

this was guaranteed through economic support, if they were not able to take care of themselves.143 

The focus was to make sure all citizens were treated equally irrespective of their situation by 

                                                
138 Folketingstidende 1966/67, 2. Samling, tillæg A, p. 1183-1226; tillæg F, p. 60-68, 710-741, 1659-1687, 1731. 
139 Folketingstidende 1966/67, tillæg F, p. 723. 
140 Arbejdsministeriet, Arbejdsmarkedet og arbejdsmarkedspolitik maj 1981 (1981), 48. 
141 Folketingstidende 1966/67 2. Samling, tillæg A: 1217-1218. 
142Socialreformskomissionen Det sociale tryghedssystem : Service og bistand (1972): 37 
143 Ibid.: 32 
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creating social security. Until the unemployment problem was solved, the government would 

secure each individual a reasonable standard of living, since the individual was not considered 

unemployed by their own fault but rather due to the beforemoneinted cyclical character of the 

economy.144 Unemployment benefits’ “main task during the post-war mass unemployment was to 

alleviate social distress for large sections of the population”.145 This meant a shift in unemployment 

benefits’ perceived purpose. In previous years with high unemployment rates, this governmental 

support system focused on stepping in during shorter periods of unemployment until the transition 

to other employment could take place.146 This change in attitude for the purpose of unemployment 

benefits was to not only cover the most basic necessities, so as to avoid social distress, but now 

offer a higher level of support, so as to cover the loss of income that workers experienced in 

between jobs. 

This governmental support system was expanded several times. Firstly, the lower age limit 

was extended. Additionally, the full coverage of workers’ incomes through unemployment benefits 

was introduced.147 The time period the social support covered was expanded and self-employed 

workers received the rights to benefits. The arguments supporting these reforms was centred 

around the idea that all these changes were implemented to make the system fairer and more just. 

The comment from the spokesperson for the Conservative People's Party, Erik Ninn-Hansen, 

illustrates this perfectly: “This bill is an act of justice for the self-employed (...) and it is high time 

that something was done to enable them to become insured for unemployment”.148 The belief was 

also that the social support would make it easier for the individual to enter back into employment. 

According to Sven Auken, these governmental measures could “give the long-term unemployed a 

real opportunity to return to working life”.149 Social marginalization due to economic factors were 

thought to significantly  impede a return to the labour market. 150  

                                                
144 Dalia Ali Al Naimi, En historisk analyse af dagpenge-og efterløns reformens udvikling [master thesis] (2017), 
34-37. 
145 Administrationsudvalget af 1960, 2. Tænkning, Administrationen af arbejds- og sociallovgivningen 1. Del. 
Betænkning nr. 320 (1962), 14.  
146 Administrationsudvalget af 1960, 2. Tænkning, Administrationen af arbejds- og sociallovgivningen 1. Del. 
Betænkning nr. 320, (1962), 14.  
147Folketingstidende 1974/75, 2 samling, tillæg A, p. 1299; tillæg F, p. 611; Jørn Henrik Petersen, Klaus Petersen, 
& Niels Finn Christiansen, Dansk velfærdshistorie. Bind 5 (2013), 535-536. 
148 Jørn Henrik Petersen, Klaus Petersen, & Niels Finn Christiansen, Dansk velfærdshistorie. Bind 5 (2013), 539 + 
542; Folketingstidende 1975/76, tillæg F, p. 10809. 
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The expansion of the group covered by unemployment benefits was accompanied by measures 

for rehabilitation, which became known as the job offer scheme [Arbejdstilbudsordningen]. If the 

individual managed to find a job the government would subsidise the wage for a certain period. 

The job offer scheme differed from the pre-war occupation work [Beskæftigelsesarbejde], in that 

the jobs offered were tailored to the individual’s qualifications and needs.151 All of this can be seen 

as indications that the situation of the labour market had notably changed since the 1950s. The 

labour market was seen to consist of a highly qualified and specialized workforce. It was no longer 

conceivable to send individuals far away for their jobs, since the role of social policies was to help 

people maintain their social position.152 

The expansion of the social support was based on reports from the Economic Council [Det 

Økonomiske Råd] in the early 1970s. The council predicted no increase in employment for the 

coming decade.153 It is noticeable that an economic rapport was used as point of departure for 

social policies. The economically predicted future was the situation the politicians adapted social 

reforms to. They modelled policies so as few as possible people were affected by the predicted 

fluctuations in the economy. Thus, the government could ‘protect’ the anticipated unemployed 

from the impact of the economy based on prediction by economists 

To summarise, the cause for unemployment was perceived as economic fluctuations, which 

the individual had no control over. Therefore, the responsibility for the unemployed individual 

shifted to the government and the response was to give everyone a right to economic support, 

because everyone deserves a reasonable standard of living. By having a secured social position, it 

was believed that the unemployed would have an easier time re-joining the labour market.  

1981 - An increasingly specialized labour market demands an educated labour force 

Starting in the 1980s, the Danish government reacted to the increasing specialization of the labour 

market by implementing reforms that focused on re-educating the unemployed. The 

unemployment benefits were expanded further and included educational support 

[Uddannelsesstøtte]. In the negotiations for the educational support, a report by the Economic 

Council played a crucial role. The Economic Council anticipated an increase in export and 
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therefore also recommended more education of individuals for that specific field.154 The education 

support was an offer to the long-term unemployed that had been without work for more than a 

year. People would be given the opportunity to start a 1-2 year long education, while still receiving 

unemployment support. The unemployed could choose freely from a list of educations that had 

been approved by the work referral offices [Arbejdsformidlingen], which had selected educations 

that promised good employment opportunities after.155 The plan was that the work referral office 

should guide individuals based on their qualifications towards educations which were focused on 

the labour market and with a high chance of employment. The idea was that the employment 

service should encourage the unemployed, based on their individual qualifications.156 

In 1989, a labour market proposal was considered, in which the job offer scheme would be 

made permanent. In the meantime, the Economic Councils had included the labour market 

proposal in their report of June 1988. In this they explained what they believed the consequences 

of the policy would be. According to their calculations it would lead to a division of the labour 

market into insiders and outsiders or what they termed ‘A and B players’.157 It is noteworthy that 

economists had previously generally not addressed unemployment or interfered in post-war 

unemployment policies. However, in the 1980s, the subject began to be regularly covered in 

journals such as the Danish Journal of Economics and Economy and Politics.158 The reports made 

by economist were now starting to be used as a guiding principle when evaluating a policy as can 

be seen with the labour market proposal. The economic council's predictions of how the planned 

policy would impact the labour market was used as one of the leading arguments against that 

policy. Any planned policies were starting to be reviewed by economist and their reports were 

often decisive for whether a proposed policy was met with opposition or support.159 

Governmental reports show that the unemployment problem was no longer considered a 

cyclical issue, but rather a “general structural problem in the economy”.160 The structural issue 

consisted of an imbalance between supply and demand for different qualifications on the labour 
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market and the unemployed is an individual that lacks the necessary qualifications to take part in 

the labour market. The unemployed individual is not at fault for lacking the qualifications, since it 

is considered too difficult for many to assess the benefits of taking an education and therefore the 

government has to help the individuals acquire the qualifications in demand.161 It was believed 

“that an individual’s adaptability is improved with further education”, which means that if an 

individual received further education it was believed to give them qualifications needed for the 

current labour market.162 The education would also make them adaptable to future changes in the 

labour market, thus making future interventions unnecessary. 

1993 - Activation offers to stimulate the motivation of the unemployed. 

In the wake of the publications of two labour market reports, the government started a large reform 

of the labour market [Arbejdsmarkedsreformen], which would be implemented through three 

major reforms in 1993, 1995 and 1997. The reports had found that the high passive social services 

led to a lack of motivation. This again resulted in a lack of economic incentives for working.163 

The government’s response was to “create an active labour market policy (...) so passive services 

to a larger degree are replaced with active offers, so the unemployed would get clear rights and 

duties”.164 It was believed that the passive social services would ‘lock’ people in unemployment.165 

Whereas sending the unemployed into internships, education or similar activities would activate 

the unemployed, because they would optimize their qualifications and experience personal 

growth.166 This meant that the response to the unemployment problem was to create a quid pro 

quo principle, that introduced a ‘right’ for the unemployed to have an activation offer 

[aktiveringstilbud], such as internships, education offers or similar.167 Unemployed people, in 

return, had to be available to the labour market and accept any reasonable offer of activation.168 
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The ordinary activation offers had become too general, so the new ones would be tailored to the 

individual needs and qualifications, which mirrored the increased specialisation in the labour 

market.169 Individual action plans would be made, so the unemployed knew what activation and 

training offers they should participate in. The action plans sought to upgrade the employability of 

the unemployed because it would give them the necessary mindset for personal development 

towards employability.170 

With the second reform in 1995 came a reduction in unemployment support, by shortening 

the period it covered, and a raise of the minimum age for unemployment benefits. These policies 

were on the one hand thought introduce the right economic incentives to motivate unemployed 

citizens to find a job faster and on the other hand to incentivise young people to stay in the 

education system.171 The second reform also included the idea of an inclusive labour market that 

would accommodate everyone. Companies were now responsible for integrating the unemployed 

into a labour market that had room and need for everyone.172  

The approach to unemployment emphasized an individual, needs-oriented activation that 

sought to take offset in the individual's conditions. The unemployed have a duty to let itself be 

activated, while also having a right to an individually tailored activation process. At the centre of 

the practical efforts were the individual’s wishes and motivation. Therefore, work ethic and the 

individual responsibility to find employment were emphasized as well as the harmful effects of 

unemployment. Work is mentioned as the key to an identity, self-worth, network and 

consumption.173 Activation, as the activities that would lead to the re-introduction of unemployed 

people into the active workforce, was not part of a spending cut, instead it was seen as an 

investment in the citizens. In the long term, this was believed to generate a profit, since more 

unemployed would become self-supporting.174 Through these efforts the unemployed were being 

governed as utility maximizing individuals, who had a need for incentives and motivation in order 

to participate in the labour market. There seemed to exist a lack of economic benefit for the 
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unemployed to participate in the labour market. Some individuals were also not able to foresee the 

economic benefit in taking an education. Therefore, the government needed to create the necessary 

incentive and motivation by adjusting the different kinds of unemployment support. The 

unemployment problem was still considered a social problem, because the root cause was 

perceived to be the social services. The government’s duty was therefore to activate the 

unemployed. The individual's responsibility in this activation process was increasingly 

emphasized, but it remained the government's obligation to aid in becoming self-reliant.  

2006 - Unemployment as a self-inflicted problem 

With the change of government in 2001 also came a name change of the Ministry of Work 

[Arbejdsministerium] to Ministry of Employment [Beskæftigelsesministerium]. The purpose of the 

name change was to create a unified and single stranded system for the unemployment policies by 

gathering cash benefits [kontanthjælp], unemployment benefits, early retirement, retirement, 

flexjob and gender equality in one ministry. It signalled that the purpose of these social services 

was now in relation to the labour market and their main purpose was no longer to offer a social 

service, but, in so far as it was possible, to activate the receivers of social services.175 The many 

different offers for the unemployed were simplified and slimmed down into training, internship 

and employment with wage subsidy.176 The goal was to create a unified system, that would yield 

measurable results  and to bring especially the socially and economically most vulnerable groups 

into employment:  

 

Der skal også gøres en ekstra indsats for at få de svageste ledige bedre integreret på 

arbejdsmarkedet. (...) Alle, der kan arbejde, skal have et reelt tilbud om beskæftigelse, og 

de skal være forpligtet til at acceptere tilbuddet, også selv om der ikke lige er tale om 

drømmejobbet.177 
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This was done through efforts mirroring the mantra “it must pay to work” (betale sig at arbejde). 

It was commonly believed that low-qualified and therefore the economically most vulnerable 

unemployed lacked incentives to find work. Incentive was created by increasing the amount of 

active work hours required in order to gain social benefits, from 300 every 24 months, to 450 

hours. It would later in 2006 be further increased to 225 hours every 12 months.178 Unemployed 

people became obliged to apply for jobs weekly and document the job search, so that employment 

could be achieved quickly.179 If they received an offer, they were “obliged to accept the offer”.180 

The technique was chosen because it was believed that it would be “the shortest route to 

employment”.181  

The governmental response to the problem of unemployment after 2006, indicates that 

unemployment was believed to be a problem connected to the unemployed individual. 

Specifically, it was thought that an individual’s lack of willingness and motivation to accept jobs 

and participate in the labour market was the root of the unemployment problem. Hence, the 

problem was seen as self-inflicted.  The responsibility to be employed lay fully with each person 

individually: “Each individual is responsible for his life and thus for his future job situation (...) 

but we have to build the ‘systems’ on a principle of providing assistance in becoming self-

reliant.”182. The government was only responsible for managing the incentive system to increase 

the benefits of being employed compared to being unemployed.  

Summary and chapter conclusion 

The problematization history for the unemployment problem shows that unemployment in the 

1950s was to a large degree a practical problem. The unemployed were lacking information about 

vacant positions, as well as lacking the means to move to where the vacant positions were, since 

the distribution of vacant jobs was geographically uneven. It was also a lack of time and energy to 

hold a job, because for women, the time was spent on household chores. They also lacked the 

information of what appliances and technical solutions could make the chores easier and less time 
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consuming. In this way the cause of unemployment was external to the unemployed. The 

government's response was to supply necessary information on vacant positions and helpful 

appliances and technical solutions. It was believed that the unemployed would re-enter the labour 

force through job referral offices supplying information on vacant positions to the unemployed 

and the government creating pamphlets containing information on the benefits of certain 

appliances and technical solutions. This approach presupposed that an unemployed individual was 

information seeking and adaptable.  

In the same period the purpose of unemployment benefits was to figure as economic support 

in the short transition between employment. In the mid-1960s this changed, so that the purpose of 

unemployment benefits was to cover lost income. The goal here was to counteract economic and 

social marginalization. If an individual were to become socially and economically marginalized it 

would be more difficult for them to enter back into the labour market. Furthermore, it was also 

considered fair and just, since the cause for unemployment was seen as the external reasons of the 

economic fluctuations. An individual could not impact the economy. The responsibility for the 

economy and therefore also the unemployed lay with the state. The government’s response to the 

unemployment problem was to standardise the unemployment benefits in the entire country, so 

everyone had access to the same level of support. This was done by giving everyone an equal right 

to receive unemployment benefits. In the years that followed this right was expanded to include a 

larger group of individuals, such as young people and self-employed workers.  

The unemployment services were no longer just providing information on vacant positions, 

but would now help people find work that suited them. The service would take into account the 

individual's qualifications and find vacant positions matching the skills and specializations of each 

individual unemployed person. The unemployment service was further specialised in 1983. 

Unemployed could be referred to a list of educations they could enrol in to gain specialisations 

which were in demand in the labour market.  

The unemployment problem throughout the 1980s was considered a structural problem. The 

labour force was lacking certain skills that were demanded by the market. The response was to 

encourage the unemployed to further educate themselves and thereby teach them the demanded 

skills. At times, the individual was unable to see what would be beneficial for them to shorten their 

search for a job: “In many instances it can be difficult for the individual to assess the personal 

financial return and benefits of completing an education, because the return is often first realized 
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at a later stage”.183 The unemployment benefits had to help manifest the personal benefits of taking 

further education. This was a way for unemployment services and the government to show 

unemployed people what would be in their own best interests. If individuals got the needed 

education, they would gain the skills demanded by the market and could find a job. This way of 

perceiving unemployment shifted the fault for being unemployed to the individual. Taking up an 

education was not only believed to give people a better chance of being re-employed, but also 

increase their flexibility and adaptability to future changes in the labour market’s demands. As a 

result, the policy of further education was believed to solve the unemployment problem not only 

in the short-term, but also in the long-term. It was also in the 1980s, economists started focusing 

on the unemployment problem.  This resulted in the Economic Council’s report in 1989 playing 

an important role in the negotiations of the unemployment bill. In the 1970's, Economic Council’s 

reports were used differently. The Danish economy’s future depicted by the Economic council in 

its report from 1977, was used by the government as a point of departure for their policies184. Even 

though economists’ opinions had also previously been valued and considered in the policy making 

process, a shift was observable in the 1980s. Previously, if economists, for example, predicted an 

economic downfall, that information would be used by the government to adapt their future 

policies.185 But the Economic Council’s report in 1989 showed that this had changed. Instead of 

simply laying out a plausible future scenario for the Danish economy, it included an estimation of 

the costs and benefits of the planned policy. These calculations were used as an evaluation of the 

proposed policies before they were even implemented. This was believed to minimize the 

emergence of unwanted negative consequences.  

In 1992, reports indicated that the unemployment problem was now due to social services 

“locking unemployed into passive roles, which keeps them on social services”.186 This insinuated 

that the unemployment issue stemmed from social services offering an excessive wage coverage 

for a long period. For low-paid workers, this meant that relying on social welfare resulted in a 

relatively insignificant monetary loss compared to their wage when working. Unemployment was 

still seen as a structural problem, but now the issue originated from the passivity of social services 
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that made the individual lose motivation and lack incitements. Therefore, the response was to 

activate the individuals by giving them a ‘right’ to receive education and internships that would 

help develop their qualifications. The activation offers would be collected in a personal action 

plan that was tailored to the individual and would have their needs and wishes as a point of 

departure for future action. At the same time a quid pro quo principle was instigated, and the 

unemployed in return had to be available for the labour market and accept any reasonable job 

offers.187 In the 1990's, the unemployment measures no longer aimed at pointing out the 

individual’s interest like in the 1980’s. They were rather meant to motivate unemployed people 

through economic incentives to find a job. The measures would target the individual's personality 

to a larger degree than before. Along the same lines, the measures would therefore also be more 

tailored to the individual. In the 1980’s the measures would take the individual's qualifications into 

account, when the individual would undertake an education. In the 1990’s the activation measures 

contained in the activation plan would be personalized by being tailored to the individuals needs 

and wishes and in this way the measurements interact with the individual’s personality.  

The introduction of activation marked a significant change in the relation between the welfare 

system and the individual. In 1984, the Danish welfare model was characterised as a system with 

severed ties between citizen’s rights and duties. The services were financed through taxation and 

citizens had a right to these services. Everyone in need had access to help. The introduction of 

activation in the social services marks a change in this approach. The services were no longer 

connected to the role of being a citizen, but instead conditional and something was expected in 

return for the social services. The relationship between the unemployed and the state was now 

characterised by a principle of quid pro quo. It had become an exchange.188 

By the turn of the century the individual’s relation to the labour market had become central 

and the unemployment measures focused on getting the weakest onto the labour market, in order 

to be able to offer the same level of welfare in the future.189 This was done by increasing the 

required active work hours needed to be viable for unemployment support and also giving 

everyone a viable activation offer or a reasonable job offer, which the individual had to accept. 

The services were aiming at creating the needed incentives for the individual. The measures would 
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focus on providing assistance so the individual could become self-reliant and responsible for its 

own situation.  
 

Year Problem Response 

1955 Unemployment was a practical and 

external problem that was caused by a 

lack of information. 

Work referral offices pass on information on 

vacant positions and cash assistance to 

move.  

Promote tools that can alleviate household 

duties so free up time for employment 

1966 Unemployment is caused by recession. 

If people are socially marginalised then 

it is more difficult to get back into the 

labour market. 

Equal right to support for everyone if 

unemployed.  

Standardise support and service nationwide.  

1981 The unemployment is structural and 

caused by a specialised labour market. 

Recommend further education and 

specialisation. Offer support during 

education. 

1993 Social services create a passive 

individual. Unemployment was caused 

by social services removing economic 

incentives to work.  

‘Active’ the unemployed through 

internships and other activation offers 

tailored to the individual and their 

qualifications.  

2006 The size of the workforce was 

inadequate and the weakest were still 

outside the labour market. 

Unemployment was caused by a lack of 

economic motivation. 

Implement further economic incentives and 

sanctions, while also providing reasonable 

activation or job offers the unemployed had 

a duty to accept. 
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The development in the unemployment policies shows a change in the notion that unemployment 

was an external and structural problem in society with its ultimate responsibility lying with the 

state. It increasingly became the individual’s fault and responsibility, going as far as 

unemployment being considered as self-inflicted and entirely the individual’s responsibility. The 

measures countering unemployment followed a similar development. They went from focusing on 

providing information to the individual through work referral offices [Arbejdsanvisningen], to 

influencing the individual’s economic incentives through requiring increased active work hours in 

order to be eligible for support. The governing techniques had initially a universal aim, in that it 

focused on everyone having a reasonable income between jobs, so as to avoid social setbacks. In 

the 1980s the focus became more individualised, because the educational offers were based on the 

individual's existing qualifications. By 2006 the governing techniques had become increasingly 

individualised, with requirements for individual actions plans and the activation offers were to be 

individually tailored.  

The way the individual was perceived saw a significant development within the analysed 

period. In the 1950s the unemployed individuals were put in a situation where they were expected 

to perceive themselves as information seeking and adaptable individuals. With the introduction of 

activation, the individual’s relationship with the state changed to become an exchange and showed 

that with social rights came an expectation for something in return. By 2006 the way the 

individuals were perceived by the government had transformed. Individuals were in the end 

conditionalised to perceive themselves as utility maximising, because they were consistently 

governed through economic incentives.  

Economic reports were used differently throughout the period and shows that the role of 

economist had changed. In the 1970s the Economic Council’s reports were used by the government 

as a point of departure for their policies. But the Economic Council’s report in 1989 was used in a 

different way. That report was used as a way of reviewing the proposed labour market policy. This 

indicated that economics now played a much more central role and thus that the economic 

rationality had gained a greater influence on the enacted policies.  
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 Region of Veridiction Normative framework The modes of formation 

of the subject 

Start (Labour) Market/Economics Universal social rights Information seeking and 

adaptable individuals 

End (Labour) Market/Economics Personalized incentives and 

motivation 

Utility maximising 

individuals motivated by 

economic incentives 
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Retirement 
This part of the analysis investigates the problematizations in regards to the governing of 

individuals in retirement and thereby their withdrawal from the labour market. The 

problematization focuses on (1) what governance tools are used in retirement policies, (2) how it 

is rationalised and (3) what individual is presupposed in these policies. Central to this public 

governance is the public policies of National Pension [Folkepension] and Early Retirement Pay 

[Efterløn]. In sum, the historical sketch below shows the different responses to the problem of 

retirement in the Danish context from the mid 20th century to the beginning of the 21st century.   

1956 - Introduction and expansion of a universal national pension  

In 1955 a commissary report on the subject of a national pension scheme was released by the 

National Insurance Commission. The commission had looked into replacing the existing pension 

scheme with one that had an insurance basis and covered the entire population. In the existing 

pension scheme an individual had to be in need and thereby fulfil certain requirements in order to 

be eligible for retirement services, such as having a clean criminal record, being older than 65 

years, not previously having received poverty benefits and not being responsible for their own 

economic situation.190 In the old system the retirement pay rate varied by geographic area and was 

based on the individual’s needs.  

The report became the foundation for the national pension policy which was implemented in 

1956. The national pension would cover Danish people older than 67 years and widows older than 

62 years of age, and was financed partly through taxes and partly through contributions drawn 

from wage income. The scheme was still focused on the individual’s needs, since the lowest rate 

was only a quarter of the full pension amount. People without any other income had to live only 

off of this minimal state support once they had retired.191 With the pension’s implementation the 

state became responsible for the support of the senior citizens. Personal responsibility of each 

citizen to save up for retirement was highly debated in the parliamentary sessions leading up to the 

introduction of the pension system. But as Kaj Bundvad from the Social Democrats pointed out: 
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“The prerequisite for being able to save up, is that you at least have had something to save of and 

this has not been the case for everyone”.192 The issue seemed to be that the ones which had a 

reasonable income would be able to have a basic provision in old age, while those who did not 

have one would not be able to. At the same time, those who had been able to save, had their savings 

devalued by inflation. Therefore, the policy was enacted according to a principle of ensuring a 

basic provision [forsørgelsesprincippet] and aimed at providing a livelihood for seniors. The goal 

was to ensure that all seniors would have the means to secure a basic standard of living and no one 

would suffer from poverty in old age.193 In the years after its introduction the national pension 

scheme was continuously expanded. The minimum pension rate was increased along with the 

contributions to be made during one’s working life. The lowest rate was increased until it, in 1965, 

became equal to the full amount, thus making the rate of National Pension equally the same for 

everyone.194 

Although the national pension rates had continuously increased, there was still a significant 

difference between those who had a private pension and those who did not. For most pensioners 

the transition into a retirement based on public National Pension would be drastic, since it meant 

a decline in income. For most individuals their retirement pay rate was between 30-50% of their 

prior wage and therefore the transition into retirement meant a significant decline in living 

standard. The dire economic situation of certain pensioners was used as an argument by the 

government throughout the 1970s for defending the National Pension scheme. The pension scheme 

was ‘protected’ throughout several fiscal reforms and even the heavy fiscal austerity measures 

enacted due to the oil crisis. The ‘protection’ went even so far that when there was an increase in 

VAT, the National Pension was also increased by an equal amount, so that the pensioners would 

not be affected as much.195 Pensioners were considered a socially vulnerable group that required 

special treatment and extra considerations when policies were enacted that would potentially affect 

their economic living situation.   

Before the introduction of the National Pension, the problem seemed to have been regional 

differences in pension rates in the old scheme, as well as it being focused on the elderly person’s 

needs. Another problem seemed to have been pensioners either not having had the opportunity to 
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save up in their retirement or inflation having devalued what was saved thus leading to an 

economic situation which the government deemed unfair.196 The response to these problems was 

to implement an universal pension, that sought to “achieve a standard of living [for the pensioners] 

that is appropriate in relation to what is considered reasonable for others” and thus the Nation 

Pension was introduced.197 It was believed that by giving everybody the right to National Pension 

and also making the rate exactly the same for everyone it would create a situation that was 

“reasonable and justifiable” for the elderly population.198 These actions showed that the support 

for the elderly population was the responsibility of the state. Individual citizens were not 

considered to be responsible for their economic situation after retirement. Poverty after retirement 

was instead believed to be caused by something external such as people not having had the 

possibility to save up for retirement or the devaluation of savings through inflation. The policy 

debates were at least partially guided by what was considered fair, reasonable or justifiable.  

1973 - Introduction of Early Retirement Pay through new labour market policy 

In the 1970s there was an increasing push from labour unions and certain parties for a reform of 

the labour market. The economic downturn following the oil crisis in 1973 had left the labour 

market with high unemployment rates among young people and an aging workforce in an 

increasingly deteriorating physical condition. This resulted in the introduction of Early Retirement 

Pay [Efterløn] in 1978. The aim of the Early Retirement Pay was evident in the introduction of the 

first proposal: 

 

Under indtryk af den store arbejdsløshed, der har præget arbejdsmarkedet de sidste par år, 

og under indtryk af det store antal personer, der forlader arbejdsmarkedet inden 

pensionsalderen enten som førtids- eller invalidepensionister, mener forslagsstillerne, at 

tiden er inde nu til, at folketinget træffer en beslutning, der effektivt hjælper en gruppe 

mennesker, der uden tvivl hører til de vanskeligst stillede i vort samfund, nemlig de, der 

før pensionsalderens indtræden er trætte og nedslidte eller af andre grunde har vanskeligt 

ved at finde passende beskæftigelse. Samtidig med, at denne gruppe mennesker, som 
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forslaget henviser til, hjælpes, vil en vedtagelse af forslaget betyde en aktiv indsats til 

modarbejdelse af den ungdomsarbejdsløshed, som alle politikere udtaler at de gerne vil 

gøre noget for at afhjælpe, men som det helt åbenbart er svært at finde løsninger på.199 

 

Generally, there were two perceived main problems. The first was connected to the fact that some 

aging workers were getting worn down from staying in employment because they were unable to 

retire. The Early Retirement Pay should solve this. With its introduction all workers had the right 

to willingly retire at 60 years old and receive payment equal to unemployment benefits, thus 

allowing them to retire earlier than the official previous retirement age of 67 years. The Early 

Retirement Pay required that the individual had been a member of an unemployment insurance 

fund [A-kasse] for 5 years. It was believed that allowing beneficiaries of Early Retirement Pay to 

continue working an insignificant number of hours, would smoothen their withdrawal from the 

labour market. Thus, they were allowed to work upwards of 200 hours a year while still receiving 

benefits.200  

The policy was also believed to lower unemployment among young people, because the 

retirement of senior workers opened up positions in the labour market. In this way, the introduction 

of Early Retirement Pay led to a redistribution in jobs from the elderly generation to the younger 

generation of workers. The introduction of the policy supposedly ‘hit two birds with one stone’, 

allowing workers to retire before being worn out and decreasing youth unemployment in the 

process.201 

The policy response continued the tradition of universalism seen in the national pension and 

gave everyone the right to early retirement pay.202 The policy response of early retirement was 

seen as an “act of righteousness, as a sensible labour market policy measure intended for the labour 

market, intended for the working people, administered by the labour market itself”.203 Throughout 

the response both the worn down workers and the young unemployed were not responsible for 

their own situation and the government had to implement measures in order to help resolve the 

problem which has arisen due to the economic downturn. In this way the situation created by the 
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economy had an impact on the vulnerable individuals and the government had to minimize this 

effect. 

1982 - Income grading of the national pension 

In 1982, the government enacted a small, but not insignificant policy. This policy included an 

income regulation for the base rate of the national pension. The regulation would redistribute 

money from the ‘best-off’ pensioners and use it to raise the level for the most disadvantaged. The 

income regulation would cover those aged 67-69 and would only cover the wage income of those, 

which only a relatively small part of those in the age group had.204 Nevertheless the policy is 

interesting because it broke away from the central principle that everyone regardless of personal 

income or savings had the right to the same rate of National Pension. This change was not 

universally well perceived by politicians. Hans Jørgen Holm from Venstre expressed his 

displeasure with the following remarks: “[An] adherence to this proposal is only because of the 

limited income regulation, and is therefore not an adherence to the principle of differentiation 

itself.”205 The policy was seen as an economic necessity, but still many politicians only reluctantly 

passed it. But even though the unwillingness was evident, the reform was expanded upon in 1993, 

to include all receivers of National Pension.206 In both reforms the issue of the individual's 

necessities and economic safety was emphasized. It was argued that the group affected by pensions 

cuts did not need the full pension rate and that the main goal was to protect and create safety for 

all pensioners.207 The solution was then to create ‘uniformity’ and ‘equality’ for National Pension 

beneficiaries still on the labour market.208 The policy emphasized a requirement for withdrawal 

from the labour market in order to receive national pension.209  

As a response to the economic crisis in the start of the 1980s, the government implemented an 

income regulation for the base rate of the national pension. This was done to “ensure the greatest 
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possible balance in the effects of the total austerity for the individual groups in society”210. The 

policy was a departure from the tradition of universalism and giving everyone an equal right to the 

same rate. The national pension became more targeted and specified by implementing the policy. 

This departure and the policy in general, was introduced reluctantly. Nevertheless, this very same 

policy was expanded in 1993. The government deemed it necessary to lower fiscal spending and 

agreed that, through implementing an income regulation of the national pension for those aged 

between 67 and 69 the most socially vulnerable would be least affected. The policy response 

indicated that individuals were at least to an extent responsible for their own situation.211  

1998 - Reform of Early Retirement Pay and National Pension 

In 1998, a reform was introduced that changed both the Early Retirement Pay and the National 

Pension. It reduced the age of national pension from 67 years to 65 and thus also limited the early 

retirement by two years. Since the cash support for national pension was typically lower than the 

one for early retirement, this meant a significant change in the pension scheme. The reform 

included an increase in the requirement of a membership in an unemployment insurance fund [A-

kasse] from minimum 25 to 30 years in order to be eligible for Early Retirement Pay. The Early 

Retirement Pay was now seen as having a negative impact on the labour market, by being a 

hindrance for growth of the labour force. While there was a lack of labour, an increasing number 

of individuals had retired to Early Retirement Pay. This on the other hand reinforced the problem 

and led to an even bigger shortage of workers in the labour market. 212   

The reform in Early Retirement Pay introduced elements that aimed to incentivise workers to 

stay in the labour market and refrain from receiving Early Retirement Pay. Workers who postponed 

the transition to Early Retirement Pay for at least 2 years after turning 60 years of age would 

receive various rights, such as the right to Early Retirement Pay at the maximum rate and the 

earning of cash premiums for every 481 additional hours that the individual had worked. The 

premium would be paid out when the member turned 65 and retired to national pension.213 The 

various initiatives had the common goal of changing people’s attitude towards the time of 

retirement so that those older than 60 years would remain in the labour market. Overall, the reform 
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would provide a greater financial incentive to work - also for old-age pensioners because they 

provided better opportunities and conditions for those over the age of 60 who remained in the 

labour market.  

The income regulation for the base rate of the National Pension was halved, which meant that 

the effect of having a wage income would have on the National Pension rate was reduced. This 

meant that it was possible to have a wage income besides the National Pension with less economic 

consequences for the base rate of the National Pension.214  

In the parliamentary presentation of the reform the demographic change in society was 

highlighted as a problem. The government expected almost a doubling in the amount of older 

people in the coming decade. Furthermore, there had been a significant increase in the share of 

people who used their right to receive Early Retirement Pay. The response was to create greater 

advantages for being employed while making it unattractive to retire. The policy was assumed to 

create the necessary incentives to keep individuals in the labour market.215 The response was seen 

as a necessary prioritization and a further step away from the tradition of universalism, while being 

more focused on targeting the individual and their interests.  

2003 - Introduction of the elderly check 

The finance bill in 2003 also included a supplementary pension service which was commonly 

known as the Elderly Check [Ældrecheck]. It meant that national pensioners would be eligible to 

receive a yearly one-time payment. The one-time benefit would be paid out to receivers of National 

Pension with no or insignificant liquid assets. The check was aimed at national pensioners with no 

other income than the National Pension and minimally additional pensions. By making the Elderly 

Check income dependent, the intention was to support only the most economically vulnerable 

elderly.216 In the following years the supplementary benefit changed from a one-time benefit and 

became a yearly service, which was continued and improved upon. 
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The Elderly Check aimed at securing the health situation of the most economically vulnerable 

pensioners and giving them an “economic boost”.217 According to the government’s reasoning, the 

main problem consisted of most vulnerable pensioners not having enough access to “glasses, 

dentures and foot treatment”.218 Since an economic premium was paid out every year, it was 

deemed unnecessary that the national pension would continue to cover the needs of the most 

disadvantaged pensioners in form of social services provided to those in need. The argument for 

choosing a monetary premium, instead of a social service, was based on the idea of the individual 

as a consumer in the welfare market. The money was given directly to the individuals, so they 

could choose the service that suited them best.219 Thus giving the individual a higher degree of 

responsibility for improving their own situation. The Elderly Check was a service that was a step 

further away from universalism and towards what was deemed a more necessary prioritization.  

2006 - The Welfare Settlement 

In 2006 unemployment was extremely low and there was a high demand for labour. It was a 

problem that able-bodied older people withdrew from the labour market. The government 

introduced a welfare reform which became known as the Welfare Settlement [Velfærdsforliget]. 

The reform meant a gradual increase in the age of eligibility for receiving Early Retirement Pay 

from 60 to 62 years and for National Pension from 65 to 67 years.220 The settlement was focused 

on the continuing growing life expectancy, which meant that the average individual would have 

more and more healthy years and therefore more pension had to be paid. If rules were unchanged, 

it would result in the individual spending an ever-increasing share of their life covered by state 

supported pensions such as Early Retirement Pay and National Pension.  This in turn would mean 

financial problems for the state, since the expenses for pension would be increasing and it would 

also be difficult to implement service improvements on welfare areas other than retirement. The 

reform therefore wanted to create a system where the process of workers withdrawing from the 

labour market was more suited for an increasing life expectancy.221  
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The settlement also included incentives for young people to finish their education earlier and 

join the labour force, incentives for unemployed to join the labour market, and incentives for the 

older generation to stay longer in the labour market. In this way every age group in society 

contributed to securing the future of the social welfare system.222 By implementing these changes, 

it was believed that “every citizen would gain more freedom and a greater personal responsibility 

for their own situation”.223  

The Welfare Settlement tied the retirement age to the populations ever increasing life 

expectancy. From 2025 and onwards, the retirement age would be reviewed every five years.224 

Since it was aimed at the labour market, the Early Retirement Pay was only for those who had 

participated in the labour market for an extended period of time. To be eligible for Early 

Retirement Pay one had to have contributed to an unemployment insurance fund for at least 30 

years.225 Several cash premiums and other economic incentives were implemented, such as 

increasing the tax free premium that one receives if one works for two years over the age of 

eligibility for Early Retirement Pay, effectively postponing one's retirement by two years.226  

The perceived problem in the government's eyes was that the Danish citizens' life expectancy 

was increasing combined with an increasing number of people retiring early or joining the labour 

market later. This resulted in a situation where the average citizen would spend a constant amount 

of years as part of the labour force, but an increasing amount of years on state supported pension. 

The policy response was to increase the age of eligibility for receiving Early Retirement Pay and 

National Pension. At the same time the government tried to motivate individuals to stay in the 

labour market and discourage early withdrawal into retirement. The measures used, indicated that 

the presupposed individuals were perceived as being guided by economic incentives and thus 

utility maximizing. The policy response gave a higher degree of responsibility to the individual 

for their own situation. If one expected to be worn down and therefore had to retire at 62 years of 

age and receive Early Retirement Pay, then one would have to plan for that at least 30 years prior, 

because one would have to contribute to an unemployment insurance fund, in order to be eligible.  

                                                
222 Statsministeriet, Fremtidens Velstand og Velfærd - velfærdsreformer og investeringer i fremtiden (2006), 4. 
223  Statsministeriet, Fremtidens Velstand og Velfærd - velfærdsreformer og investeringer i fremtiden (2006), 4. 
224 Jørn Henrik Petersen, Klaus Petersen, & Niels Finn Christiansen. Dansk velfærdshistorie. Bind 6 (2014), 374-
379 
225 Statsministeriet, Fremtidens Velstand og Velfærd - velfærdsreformer og investeringer i fremtiden (2006), 41. 
226 Statsministeriet, Fremtidens Velstand og Velfærd - velfærdsreformer og investeringer i fremtiden (2006), 41; 
Folketingstidende 2006/07, tillæg A, p. 2116 
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Summary and chapter conclusion 

The problematization history for retirement and thereby the withdrawal from the labour market, 

shows that the government in 1956 aimed at implementing a universal pension available to 

everyone and no longer based on individual needs. The perceived problem was that not everyone 

had the resources to save up for retirement during their work life. Additionally, those who had 

saved up, had their savings ruined by inflation. The governmental retirement support at the time 

was perceived to be at an unfair level. It should not be based on what would cover a person’s needs, 

but “how much they should receive to achieve a standard of living, which was appropriate in 

relation to what you consider fair for others”.227 The National Pension was based on principles of 

‘fairness’ and focused on protecting the pensioners, who were considered a vulnerable group, 

which needed protection from social and economic marginalization. The aim of the pension 

scheme was to create equality, through giving everyone the right to the same support. This is 

reflected in the increasing pension rate until 1965, when it finally was the same for everyone.  

In the 1970’s, the problems of workers being worn down before reaching the national pension 

age of 67 emerged as well as a high level of youth unemployment in the wake of the oil crisis.  The 

issue was seen as older people staying too long in the labour market and not making room for the 

young people. Therefore, the response in 1978 was to implement the possibility for early 

retirement at 60. The mechanism was that by giving workers the right to retire when they wanted 

after the age of 60, they would not only avoid becoming worn down, but also create vacancies for 

the younger generation and therefore redistribute jobs to them. Once again, the solution was to 

offer a universal service as a right to everyone and the individual would have the freedom to choose 

when they wanted to retire. The early retirement rate was the same as unemployment support. The 

older workers were seen as the cause of unemployment, as they remained in employment for too 

long. Hence, it was deemed necessary to find a way for them to exit the labour market earlier. 

Thus, the problem was seen as a structural problem in the market.  

In 1982 a bill was introduced changing the National Pension. Recipients aged between 67-69 

with a high wage income would now receive a lower pension rate than others.228 This was due to 

the belief that the high wage income workers on National Pension did not need the same level of 

                                                
227 Folketingstidende 1955/56, tillæg F, p. 1171. 
228 Folketingstidende 1977/78, tillæg F, p. 3279. 
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economic safety as other beneficiaries of National Pension. The ‘need’-focus, which the 

government had moved away from in the 1950’s, re-emerged. The bill was also a move away from 

the tradition and ideal of creating universal social services that everyone had an equal right to. The 

reform was expanded to cover all recipients in 1992.  

In 1998, measures were taken to create incentives for the elderly to not go early into retirement 

and instead stay in the labour market. The problem was the opposite of the one 20 years prior in 

1978. The issue for the labour market was not that the elderly workers stayed too long in 

employment, it was rather that they did not stay long enough. Early retirement was making people 

leave the labour market at a time where there was a ‘lack of hands’ for the economy. With these 

alternate issues, also came different measures. Instead of relying on the individual to determine if 

they needed to retire early, the government implemented several economic incentives to motivate 

one to stay in the labour market for as long as possible.  

In the 2000s, the increasing life expectancy in Danish society and longer education emerged 

as problems. In combination, these two phenomena led to workers' active years on the labour 

market being shortened, while the time spent in retirement became longer. As part of the Welfare 

Settlement, the national retirement age was increased to 67 and the retirement age going forward 

was tied to the increasing lifespan. It shows that the elderly workers were not seen as the problem, 

but rather their increasing lifespan. The retirement benefits also became increasingly focused on 

targeted support, such as the Elderly Check, where the most disadvantaged individuals would 

receive a onetime payment to cover their needs. In the same period, it was also a problem that it 

was a small portion of the retired who worked part time on the side. What was new in this period 

is also that the shrinking labour force was a problem for the welfare state and the welfare 

services.229 The government sought to motivate workers to stay in employment longer, through 

creating economic incentives for doing so, such as cash premiums and other similar benefits.  

 

Year Problem Response 

1956/

1970 

Local differences in support. Not 

everyone had been able to save and 

Introduce National Pension that gives 

everyone above a certain age the right to 

                                                
229 Regeringen, Flere i arbejde (2002), 5. 
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some had their savings ruined by 

inflation. Unfair level of support.  

retire with equal support nationwide.  

1978 Employees being worn down before 

retirement age and high unemployment 

among young people.  

Introduce Early Retirement Pay that gives 

everyone above a certain age the 

opportunity to retire with  

1982 Economic crisis leading to political 

measures of austerity. 

Income grading and differentiation of 

National Pension based on income for those 

aged 67-69. 

1998 Lack of growth in the size of the labour 

force and a high amount of individuals 

receive Early Retirement Pay. 

Lower the retirement age and increase the 

requirements for Early Retirement Pay, as 

well as add cash premium for postponing 

retirement.  

2003 Lack of welfare for some retired 

seniors due to their economic situation. 

Give one-time cash payment to retired 

seniors with no other income.  

2006 Increased lifespan and able-bodied 

retiring early. 

Increase retirement age and the requirements 

for receiving Early Retirement Pay.  

 

The techniques used when unemployment became a problem in the 1970s was to reduce the 

labour force, by introducing Early Retirement Pay. Too many senior workers staying too long in 

employment was seen as the root of the youth unemployment problem. Less than 20 year later, in 

1988, this thinking had drastically changed. The mechanism of Early Retirement Pay was now 

perceived to be influencing the labour market in a negative way and holding back the required 

growth of the labour force. The problem now was seen as too many senior citizens were leaving 

the labour market too early. These changes in the presumed retirement related problems highlight 

a development in how the individual's perceived relationship to the labour market had changed. In 

the 1970’s it was not necessarily viewed negatively to retire and leave the labour market early. It 

was in fact even encouraged. But around the turn of the millennium, the practice of early retirement 

was starting to be discouraged by governmental actions.  
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The history of problematization shows the governing techniques used to tackle the problems 

related to retirement developed over time. Starting with offering universal services that everyone 

had an equal right to. The government later viewed targeted services based on what was deemed 

the ‘necessary prioritization’ as the best solution, before finally trying and aimed at creating the 

appropriate economic incentive. The universal services aimed at treating everyone equally and 

provided everyone with the equal opportunity to retire if at a certain age. The universal services 

therefore made it the individual’s choice if they wanted to retire. The universal service thereby 

created an equality of opportunity.  Later on, the government's goals changed, from providing 

everyone the equal right to retire, to instead aiming at discouraging individuals from retiring early 

and instead stay in the labour market. The way the government tried to influence the individual’s 

choice to retire was by providing economic incentives to work longer and by breaking away from 

universal support and towards a more targeted support, such as the Elderly Check. The 

mechanisms related to governing retirement in the later part of the period of analysis were 

characterised by offering direct cash support to individuals. The individual could then pick the 

service they deemed most appropriate for them and pay with the money received in cash. This 

highlights an increased individualization in governmental support for pensioners and thus also in 

the governing mechanism. Furthermore, the way the individuals were governed in the 1990s and 

2000s were through economic incentives that aimed at encouraging the individuals to retire as late 

as possible and staying in the labour market.  

Summing up, in the 1950s the state took over the entire responsibility for supporting the senior 

citizens. The situation which the individual found themselves in was perceived as no fault of their 

own, even because they didn’t have an opportunity for saving up or their savings was devalued 

through inflation. Over time the individual’s ability to retire comfortably became each individual 

citizen’s personal responsibility. Following this change in responsibility, the argumentation 

developed as well, from being focused on justness, fairness and what was reasonable, to being 

focused on individuals being responsible and having the foresight to plan for their situation. The 

responsibility for providing support for vulnerable individuals had been largely the states 

throughout the 1950s to 1970s, while later in the 1990’s and 2000’s the responsibility became 

divided, so that the individual was responsible for their situation. However, the state still kept some 

of the responsibility. It was the states responsibility to create the appropriate incentive in order to 

guide the individuals out of their economically dire situation, while it was the individual's 
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responsibility to follow the economic incentives set by the state. Generally, there has been a large 

shift in the perceived responsibility away from the state and towards the individual and in the 

perceived fairness of redistributive pension schemes so pensioners would not be socially 

marginalized.  

The different governing mechanisms indicate a development towards a large degree of 

individualization and conditionalisation of individuals to perceive themselves as utility 

maximising individuals, evident by the belief that they would adapt their actions due to economic 

incentives. The responsibility for one’s own situation has furthermore shifted from being a 

governmental responsibility towards being an individual responsibility. Finally, governing 

frameworks have been created wherein the individuals are encouraged to perceive themselves as 

economic rational consumers in a welfare market. This is evident in the government's decision to 

support individual citizens with cash and expecting themselves to pay for the social service that is 

the best suited for their needs.  

 Region of Veridiction Normative framework The modes of formation 

of the subject 

Start (Labour) 

Market/Economics 

Universal rights to equal 

social benefits 

Individuals with rights 

End (Labour) 

Market/Economics 

Personalised social benefits 

and create the right 

economic incentives 

Consumer in welfare 

market and economically 

utility maximising 
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Conclusion 
This conclusion is divided into two sections. The first section will revisit the historical 

development of how individuals were governed and how they were perceived by comparing the 

results of the different histories of problematization. The comparison will be focused on tendencies 

and common patterns in the development in governmentality and the conception of the individual 

across the three different welfare areas analysed in this thesis. The different analyses of the 

education, unemployment, and retirement policies all show a movement towards an individualised 

way of governing welfare, where the individual was increasingly perceived as governed through 

economic incentives.  

The second section will discuss this thesis’ contribution for existing research, but also look at 

how this thesis’ findings can be used as inspiration for future research.  

Results of the analysis of the different welfare areas 

The analysed period can generally be divided into two periods with different tendencies and 

characteristics in their approach to governance: The first period runs from 1955 through the 1970s 

and the second period runs from the 1980s to 2006.  

At the beginning of the analysed period, in the 1950s through 1970s, the governing 

mechanisms utilised in all three welfare areas were in many ways focused on creating a universal 

right to equal access to social benefit. The enacted policies restructured the services in order to 

give everyone access to equal services. The individual had the right to education, unemployment 

benefits, and retirement support. Therefore, the governing was oriented towards a normative 

framework that was focused on universalisms. The school reforms sought to make school structure 

in the city and countryside identical. The unemployment reforms aimed at expanding the group 

covered by unemployment support. The retirement reforms meant to increase retirement support 

to the point where everyone would receive the same amount. All these measures represented and 

introduced the notion of the state bearing the responsibility for supporting individuals in cases, 

when they needed protection from social and economic marginalisation.  

The universal approach utilised by the government in the 1950s to the 1970s meant that the 

individual was perceived as a community-oriented individual. The mechanisms used in the first 

half of the analysed period show that the individuals were to perceive themselves as possessing 
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social rights - equal rights for schooling, equal rights for unemployment benefits and equal rights 

for retirement. This indicates that what is shared within the three welfare areas is a universalistic 

approach to governing the individual. With the universalistic approach to governing, a 

standardisation followed. This meant that the individuals were governed as identical beings 

existing within the same social and economic circumstances. The techniques of government did 

not focus on the individual and their differences but instead focused on the collective. Besides as 

holders of equal social rights, the analysis does not seem to indicate that the three different welfare 

areas operated with a shared and refined conceptualization of individuals possessing clear 

characteristics that we see in the later and second period of the analysis. The most elaborate 

conception of the individual can be seen in the analysis of the school reforms of 1958 and 1975. 

Pupils were assumed to be community-oriented individuals with a sense of solidarity, which 

allowed for group work and democratic principles to be utilised in school as a teaching method. 

However, at the same time, the tools of group work and basic democratic principles in school are 

utilised to make the individual community-oriented, build solidarity and teach them democratic 

virtues. Hence, the individual is conditionalised to become what it already is presupposed to be, in 

this case meaning a solidary and community-oriented democratic citizen with equal social rights. 

The analysis of the period from 1980s to 2000s shows that the governmentality changed to 

become increasingly neoliberal and the policies targeted to govern citizens through mechanisms 

that were increasingly individualised. Personal action plans were introduced for both pupils and 

for unemployed, so the individual’s development could be tracked. The school system tried to help 

individual pupils to develop an awareness of their own interests and subsequently follow those. It 

instilled an economically calculative approach to their own life choices and in relation to other 

participants of society. As the governing mechanisms became more individualised the 

responsibility of individuals social and economic condition shifted from the state to the individuals 

themselves.  The example of unemployment illustrates this development. It shifted from a problem 

external to the individual problem to an internal and was in the end considered a self-inflicted 

problem. Similarly, in 2006 pupils were expected to make decisions regarding their education 

considered to be most beneficial for their future ‘employability’ and therefore in their ‘best 

interest’.  Pupil were supposed to focus on themselves by prioritizing their individual interests and 

to an extent disregard the collective. If the individuals followed their interests in a utility optimising 

way, the individual was governable through economic incentive. Therefore, the individual would 
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be governed through the incentive measures implemented in different policies. With the 

individualised responsibility the role of the government had changed. The government was now 

responsible for creating the appropriate incentives in order to guide the individuals out of their 

disadvantaged economic and social situation, while it was the individual's responsibility to be 

guided by the economic incentives and thereby do what was in their economic ‘best interest’.  

By 2006, the three welfare areas had been reoriented in such a way that they are focused on 

the labour market. The education the individual receives in school was no longer focused on 

preparing the individual for democratic participation, but instead labour market participation. In 

much the same way unemployment policies were no longer oriented on avoiding social 

marginalisation, but instead creating economic incentives for labour market participation and 

filling the need for more in-demand work. Retirement policies were no longer focused on 

guaranteeing a fair retirement, but instead focused on keeping the individual in the labour market. 

The reorientation of the governing of welfare towards the labour market indicated a change from 

equality towards the state, wherein the individuals were perceived as formally equal citizens, and 

shifted to an equality towards the labour market, wherein the individuals were perceived as 

formally equal market participants. 

With the increasing individualisation also followed an economic conditionalization of the 

individual towards being guided in their decisions through and reacting to economic incentives. 

The individuals were increasingly put in situations where they were expected to behave as utility 

maximising and react to economic incentives in an economically rational way. This is, for 

example, evident in the modification of social rights regarding the eligibility for unemployment 

support, so individuals were incentivized to re-enter the labour market. The social right to 

unemployment support was no longer unconditional, but instead required that the individual be 

activated in return, and thus following a quid pro quo principle. The governmentality from the 

1980s to 2000s did not only modify social rights, but also perceived the individual as a consumer 

in a market of welfare services, as shown by the concept of the Elderly Check. By governing 

through competition, personal action plans, sanctions, consumer-logic and activation, the 

individuals became conditionalised to perceive themselves as consumers in a welfare market. They 

were expected to be aware of their own self-interest and to be following economic incentives. 

 Region of Veridiction Normative framework The modes of formation 
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of the subject 

1950s

-

1970s 

Economics - Labour 

market 

Govern universally through 

social rights 

Community-oriented and 

solidary individuals with 

social rights 

1980s

-

2000s 

Economics - Labour 

market 

Govern individually, by 

creating incentives 

Utility optimising and 

economic calculative 

individual 

Research contribution and further questions 

This master thesis has described the way in which governmentality in the Danish welfare policies 

has developed by analysing the different characteristics of how individuals were governed and 

perceived by the state. Through an empirical analysis of different policies, legal documents and 

policy papers the thesis has chartered the historical trajectories in governmental rationality. The 

analysis has shown how the governing rationality went from a collective focus, that aimed at 

governing through universal approach to social rights, towards an individualised approach, that 

meant to govern through economic incentives and market-like constellations. The thesis followed 

an inductive approach that accurately depicts in what way the governing rationality in the Danish 

context has developed and what consequences it has had for the way individuals ought to perceive 

themselves. The thesis therefore also shows how individuals were initially conditionalised to be 

community-oriented individuals with social rights, democratic values and distinctive capabilities 

for solidarity. Towards the end of the period of analysis, individuals were conditionalised to 

perceive themselves as consumers that follow their economic self-interests and let themselves be 

guided by economic incentives. 

Through the heavy focus on the governed individual, this master thesis and its findings joins 

the growing body of research on the different ways individuals are conceptualised and made to 

perceive themselves in different governing rationalities.230 This master thesis joins the existing 

                                                
230 Daniele Lorenzini, “Governmentality, subjectivity, and the neoliberal form of life,” Journal of Cultural Research 
22:2 (2018); Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval, The New Way of the World: On Neoliberal Society (2013); Jason 
Read, “A Genealogy of Homo-Economicus: Neoliberalism and the Production of Subjectivity,” Foucault Studies 6 
(2009); Christine Cooper, “Entrepreneurs of the self: the development of management control since 1976,” 
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analyses on a neoliberal and economic approach to governance in a welfare state.231 It does so by 

showing in what way governance was carried out in the Danish welfare and what techniques were 

utilised. Through the focus on Danish welfare, the master thesis therefore adds three examples of 

how economic governmentality has spread and changed the way welfare is governed in Denmark.  

The current research indicates that a neoliberal approach affects solidarity.232 My analysis 

demonstrates a neoliberal change in the way individuals conceive of themselves. It would therefore 

be interesting to investigate whether the neoliberal approach has had the same effects on solidarity 

among Danish people, as seen elsewhere. Based on this master thesis and the existing research on 

solidarity within neoliberalism, it would therefore be relevant to explore whether the economic, 

calculative and individualised approach to governing leads to individuals having relatively lesser 

capabilities for solidarity for their co-citizens. In light of this thesis it would also be relevant to 

analyse the actual effects that an economic, calculative and individualised approach to individuals 

have on the individuals.  
 

  

                                                
Accounting, Organizations and Society 47 (2015); Louise Li Langegaard, “Entreprenøren som figur under 
neoliberalismen – Kapitalisme, individ og velfærdsorganisering,” Slagmark 74 (2016), 
231 Ove Kaj Pedersen, Konkurrencestaten (2011); Niklas Olsen, ”Velfærdsstatens krise og neoliberalismens indtog i 
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