
Seminar on the Historical Democratization in Northern Europe 

Aarhus University, June 20, 2013 

 

Building 1330, Room 126 (Store Mødelokale) 

 

9.30-10.00 Jørgen Møller (Aarhus University) & Svend-Erik Skaaning (Aarhus University): Social Forces and 

Democratization in Northern Europe – How Different Conceptions of Democracy Lead to Different 

Conclusions  

The social forces tradition contain two seemingly contrasting set of conclusions about which collective 

actors were must important for European democratizations: some emphasize the bourgeoisie, some the 

working class. We show that a distinction between minimalist and maximalist democracy definitions makes 

for integrating these two strands. In brief, whereas the bourgeoisie insisted on constitutionalism and 

competitive elections in the 19th century, the working class fought for – and won – universal suffrage in the 

20th century. However, the actual democratic breakthroughs can seldom be attributed to single classes, as 

class alliances were normally necessary to, for instance, extend the suffrage. 

10.00-11.00 Daniel Ziblatt (Harvard University): Old Regime Conservative Parties and their Surprising 

Contributions to Democratization – Lessons from the Historical Rise of Democracy in Europe   

Political parties that represent old regime interests in moments of democratization are normally thought 

exclusively to play a "negative" role, blocking democracy and only conceding it when sufficiently 

challenged. Summarizing research for a book on the historical rise of democracy in Europe, this 

presentation will focus on British and German democratization in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

to make the case that under certain conditions, old regime conservative parties play a decisive and counter-

intuitive role that makes democratization more settled over the long run. 

11.00-11.15 Coffee break 

11.15-12.15 Palle Svensson (Aarhus University): The Democratization of Denmark – Developments and 

Driving Forces 

The democratization of the political regime in Denmark was a slow, gradual and mainly consensual process. 

The same story is told in three different ways, the establishment of the main institutions of the 

constitution, the parliamentary chain of government, and the introduction of polyarchy. But even though 

the process was favored by sequences conducive for stable government, it was not without strong battles 

and set-backs. Some driving forces behind the developments, mainly inspired by the works of Stein Rokkan 

and Robert A. Dahl, are finally discussed. 

12.15-13.00 Lunch (in the department lounge) 



13.00-14.00 Jeppe Nevers (University of Southern Denmark): Conceptions of Democracy in Danish Politics 

in the Age of Democratization 

This presentation traces some main patterns in the meaning and use of the term 'democracy' in the 

rhetoric of key agents in Danish democratization. It stresses the ambiguity of the concept, from its status as 

a pejorative in the early 19th century to its breakthrough in various political parties from the 1840s to the 

early 20th century. 

14.00-15.00 Marthe Hommerstad (Oslo University): Popular Participation in Early Norwegian 

Democratization 

In the nascent democracy of Norway after 1814, the first representatives of the lower classes involved 

themselves in constitutional politics. In these early years they had to develop a political competence that 

would give them real influence in the political processes. Their attempts faced opposition from the political 

elite, which resulted in a determined popular participation in the process of democratization. 

15.00-15.15 Coffee break 

15.15-16.15 Jørgen Elklit (Aarhus University): Driving Forces behind Electoral Reforms in Denmark 

Denmark was the subject of a substantial number of constitutional and electoral reforms during three 

periods of time, 1848-1866, 1894-1900, and again 1915-1920. This presentation attempts to identify the 

rather different driving forces behind the various reforms, most of which were very clearly motivated by 

some kind of self-interest. 

16.15-17.00 Jens Wendel-Hansen (Vejle Museum): Landed Aristocracy and Danish Democratization, 1848-

1940. 

The landed aristocracy in Denmark was generally skeptical about the consequences of universal suffrage in 

the history of Danish democratization. Against this background, this group has been seen as a reactionary 

part of Højre (Right) that – with Estrup as a front figure – fought democratic progression. The presentation 

will scrutinize the arguments put forward by the landed aristocracy against universal suffrage. Doing so, it 

attempts to show that the landed aristocracy’s weltanschauung constituted an elaborate alternative rather 

than mere reaction to that of Venstre (Left). 

18.00 Dinner at restaurant 

Additional participants: Tim Knudsen (Copenhagen University), Mogens Herman Hansen (Copenhagen 

University), Bertel Nygaard (Aarhus University) 


