
TRACING THE ROOTS OF WELFARE 
This project traces the roots of the Danish welfare state by focusing on the interaction between the 
local and the national, formal rights and everyday practice in shaping social citizenship from the 
constitution of 1849 to the social reform of 1933.

In 1849, the first democratic constitution in Denmark guaranteed social rights, but also exclu-
ded recipients of public poor relief from exercising their political rights. In contrast, receiving  
poor relief from private organisations did not lead to the loss of rights. Emphasis was therefore 
placed on the importance of philanthropy in targeting poverty among the deserving poor, whi-
le the un-deserving poor who received public poor relief were marked by social stigmatization. 
However, with the social reform of 1933, the conditions of exercising social rigths were changed. 
This reform – often described as paramount in the development of the welfare state – made it 
the exception rather then the norm to lose political rights when granted pub-
lic poor relief. All citizens were generally considered as deserving poor and 
passive social citizenship was no longer seen as being in opposition to active 
political citizenship. An extensive body of research had adressed this tran-
formation, focusing especially on the developments in the 20th centu-
ry. While still acknowledging this research, this project adresses the 
transformation from social state to welfare state by focusing on the 
practice, negotiation and shaping of social citizenship. 

The project investigates the socio-political developments from 1849 to 1933 by using the con-
cept of citizenship as analytical category. As opposed to treating citizenship primarily as a fixed 
juridical status, the project operates with a concept of citizenship that is active, gendered and 
spatial. The project thus draws on the work of political theorist Engin Isin, historian Krista 
Cowman and anthropologist James Holsten. This concept of citizenship allows for an analysis 
that recognizes both the providers as well as the recepients of poor relief as active agents in 
the socio-political field. By investigating the acts related to poor relief, the project gives insight 

into the ways in which formally defined hierarchies were enacted and challenged at a 
daily basis. While earlier studies on the roots of the Danish welfare state tend to put 
emphasis on the role of the national parliament and the capitol city, this study focu-

ses on the local level of participation. Hence, using the city of Aarhus as the focal 
point of the analysis, this study considers the physical site of the city 

central for investigating citizenship.  

1) How was social citizenship practiced in Aarhus?

2) How did acts related to poor relief shape the concept of     
social citizenship?  

3) In which ways did the local practice of citizenship affect 
the content and extent of national citizenship?

During the second half of the 19th century, Aarhus became the 
fastest growing provincial city in Denmark, experiencing a po-
pulation  increase from 11,000 inhabitants in 1860 to 52,000 in 
1901. The case study of Aarhus will show the characteristics of 
larger  provincial cities, who were forced to cope with social pro-
blems related to urbanization and industrialization. The case 
study will also create a counterbalance to the body of research 
that has addressed the developments in 19th century poor relief 
using Copenhagen as the frame of reference.

The practice, negotiation and shaping of social citizenship 

Since I began my PhD project in september 2016, I have examined primary sources related to 
poor relief in Aarhus from 1849 to 1891. The sources originate from from the City Archive of Aar-
hus and the Danish National Archive. Some key findings are presented in this section. 

During the late 19th century Aarhus was marked by increasing 
social problems which led to increasing expences for poor re-
lief among others. The question of how to cope with pover-
ty was an ongoing topic in the city council as well as in the 
public debate. While the national legislation operated with a 
division between philanthropy and public poor relief, the city 
of Aarhus used a different approach. Alongside ordinary poor 
relief, the local poor comittee (under the city council) provi-
ded types of poor relief which targeted the deserving poor and 
did not cause the loss of rights. These types of relief included 
grant housing (targeting women), allotment gardens (targe-
ting men) and arbitrary application-based relief (targeting 
both sexes). This enabled the residents of Aarhus the to exer-
cise both their social and political rights. By providing public 
poor relief to the deserving poor, the city council challenged 
the formally defined distinction between social and political 
citizenship. 
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The map shows the location of the allotments from c. 1875 - 
1900. The small plot of land served multiple purposes; it pro-
vided aid for the providing family father; it cultivated areas of 
the city; it functioned as a means to reform the moral charac-
ter of the poor; and acted as a site for the poor to practice key 
citizenship values e.g. showing willingness to work and staying 
active whilst exercising passive social rights. By cultivating the 
land of the city, the allotments facilitated a reciprocal contract 
between the citizen and the city and created a local citizenship 
where the practice of social rights did not exist at the expense 
of one’s political rights.

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

The allotments gardens

Poor relief in Aarhus The recepient of poor reliefPoor relief in Aarhus

Map of Aarhus, 1875 Allotments gardens at Mølleengen in Aarhus, 1892. The city 
Archive of Aarhus. 

While the dichotomies of dependency vs. independency and 
passive vs. active were central to the concept of citizenship at 
the national level during the 19th century, the poor relief sy-
stem in Aarhus shows that these dichotomies were negotiated 
and shaped at the local level. As the national legislation made 
it almost impossible to exercise ones social and political rights, 
the local citizenship did not follow the same pattern. The way 
in which social citizenship was practised in Aarhus led to an 
integration of social and political rights. This was partially re-
cognized at the national level with the social reforms in the 
1890s but first fully established with the social reform in 1933. 
Hence, it seems that the local preceeded the national in im-
portant aspects.     

The local and the national 

The analysis of applications to public poor relief shows that 
not only the city council, but also the applicants shaped the 
way social citizenship was practised. The applicants consci-
ously positioned themselves along the lines of deserving and 
un-deserving, in order to receive public poor relief without the 
loss of rigths. In doing so, they challenged and redefined the 
two categories. The applicants deliberately performed their 
citizenship. For example, male applicants stressed their role 
as a provider, while female applicants highlighted their limi-
ted ability to provide. These strategic decisions shows that the 
recepients of poor relief were capable of self-representation 
and claims-making. 

Residents of Aarhus, 1895. The City Archive of Aarhus. 
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