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Some Grundtvigian Reflections on the Scottish 
Independence Referendum Debate

Jack Dyce

In September of 2014, the majority of Scots voted “No” in a referendum to deter-
mine whether or not Scotland should become a sovereign nation independent of 
the United Kingdom. This essay uses Noëlle Davies’ 1944 pamphlet Grundtvig 
of Denmark. A Guide to Small Nations to reflect upon the Scottish independence 
debate and consider Scotland’s post-referendum future. Davies was a Welsh na-
tionalist in the post World War II period; she and her husband attempted to 
import many of the Grundtvigian ideals they came to embrace during their ex-
periences at the International People’s College in Elsinore, Denmark. Written 
as it was during a time of post-war nationalist fervour, the pamphlet therefore 
provides a unique connection point between the thinking of Grundtvig about 
Denmark as a small nation and the thinking of contemporary Scottish nationa-
lists. Although leaders in the referendum debate were very careful not to engage 
directly issues of culture, ethnicity, and language, the general populace openly 
talked about what it means to be a Scot; therefore, the people demonstrated a 
general feature of nationalist movements worldwide. Grundtvig sought cultural 
inroads to national unity and, interestingly, Scottish pro-independence leaders 
in general argued for the benefits of independence to Scottish life, which brought 
about renewed interest in Scottish music, art, and language, both Gaelic and 
Germanic forms of Scots. And now that Scotland has voted to remain part of the 
United Kingdom, Scots might learn important lessons from Grundtvig about 
what it means to be a small but productive member of a network of nations.

The Scottish Referendum Act of 2013 stated, “A referendum is to be held 
in Scotland on a question about the independence of Scotland. The ques-
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tion is – ‘Should Scotland be an independent country?’” The act estab-
lished legislative authority for a poll to determine whether or not Scotland 
should become an independent nation (SIRA 2013). The referendum was 
held on 18 September 2014, and the majority of Scots voted “No”; the 
referendum did not pass.

Seventy years earlier, Noëlle Davies, a scholar and campaigner for Welsh 
nationalism, published the pamphlet Grundtvig of Denmark. A Guide to 
Small Nations. Davies wrote it in the context of the closing stages of World 
War II when minds were turning to post-war challenges.

Davies, originally from Ireland, had married an economist, David 
James Davies, in 1925. They had met at the International People’s College 
in Elsinore, Denmark, where their view of the relationship between so-
cialism and nationalism changed to a view of their mutuality. The couple 
became active in the Welsh Nationalist Party (now Plaid Cymru) when 
it was founded in 1925. In 1932, they bought Pantybeiliau mansion in 
Monmouthshire where they attempted, unsuccessfully, to establish a folk 
school broadly upon Grundtvigian principles. Davies’ pamphlet testifies 
to the extent to which the couples’ learning about Grundtvig’s thinking, 
the folk high school movement, and Danish social, political, and cultural 
life had strongly influenced how they understood the movement for home 
rule and national development in Wales. The couple remained active in 
Plaid Cymru throughout their lives (Archifau Cymru n.d.).

This article’s inspiration comes from my own reading of Noëlle Davies’ 
pamphlet. In the footsteps of Davies, I seek to ask whether and how the 
thinking of Grundtvig, not least around his sense of Denmark as a small 
nation, resonates with contemporary Scottish questioning and offers us 
insights by which we might reflect upon the Scottish independence de-
bate. In the light both of fragmentation of the former Soviet Union and 
the Balkans and of movements throughout the world for regional or na-
tional political autonomy, the question of the autonomy of smaller nations 
has been the subject of fresh research interest.1

1 The most common questions are of international relations and defence, e.g. Arch-
er and Nugent, eds. 2002; Baehr 1975; Bailes and Thorhallsson 2013; Bailes et al. 
2013; Grímsson 2008; Hey 2003; Kristjansson and Cela 2011; and Olafsson 1998. 
Other aspects considered include structural and constitutional questions, as in Laf-
fan 1997, Panke 2010 and 2011 and Thorhallsson 2006 and economic issues, as in 
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Nationalism in Denmark 1800s, Wales 1940s, and Scotland 2014

The contexts of Grundtvig’s Denmark and Davies’ Wales differ of course 
from the Scottish context. Davies wrote about how in Grundtvig’s Den-
mark, the absolute monarchy was coming to an end, the feudal system 
in agriculture was shifting, industrialisation and natural resources were 
lacking, and “vigorous intellectual life” and popular education were want-
ing (Davies 1944, 6). Davies’ Post-war Britain faced similar challenges of 
economic and physical recovery and of constructing a society that would 
not simply revert to how things once had been. In Scotland today the 
debate over dependence has framed challenges either as opportunities or 
as threats to present stability, depending upon the point of view. Nonethe-
less, the question in all three times and places concerns how nations shape 
values at a particular moment of awakening and decision-making.

The notion of “awakening” is recurrent in Grundtvig’s thinking, wheth-
er in terms of his own spiritual and theological understanding or, as in 
Brevveksling mellem Nørrejylland og Christianshavn (US IV, 228-236) 
or Skov-Hornets Klang mellem Skamlings-Bankerne (GEEG Stk. 4), the 
arousing of the nation and its leaders from the slumber of indifference to 
Denmark’s plight. Common to many national movements, of course, is 
the call for (re)awakening. Consider, for example, Estonian nationalism 
(Raun, 2003), Latvian awakenings of the 1850s-80s, 1918 and 1987-91 
(Kruk and Chakars, 2010), and the Risorgiomento in Italy (Patriarca and 
Riall, 2011). 

Davies refers to Grundtvig’s efforts to stimulate a new spirit in Den-
mark, and she quotes Ingemann’s “What Denmark was, it can be again 
– our fathers’ spirit is still alive” (Davies 1944, 10) in order to assert that 
such a revival was needed in Wales. And even though the Scottish pro-in-
dependence campaign relied explicitly less upon the theme of rediscovery 
of nationhood, few can doubt that ideas about national awakening were 
present as subtexts of the debate. When Scottish Government proposals 
for independence began with the assertion that “Scotland is an ancient 
nation” (Scottish Government 2013b, online), thoughtful listeners heard 

Katzenstein 1985; Keating and Harvey 2014; Thorhallsson and Kattel 2012. Many 
of these research articles reflect also on the concept of the small nation-state.
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the complementary themes of looking back to an old history and forward 
to when, in the words of O Flower of Scotland, the country might “be a 
nation again” (Williamson, online). When the devolved Scottish Parlia-
ment sat for the first time, its chairperson declared that the old pre-Union 
Parliament of Scotland had been “reconvened.” Denmark in Grundtvig’s 
day, Wales in Davies’ time, and the Scotland of today all encountered 
constitutional questions that rested upon underlying beliefs about the na-
tional spirit, tropes of national awakening, and themes about the search 
for national meaning and purpose.

Some scholars have regarded Grundtvig’s approach to the role of nations 
and to national identity as somewhat essentialist (Rerup 1993). In his view 
nations were part of the divine ordering of the world. In Folkelighed of 
1848, Grundtvig writes, “Byrd og Blod er Folke-Grunde, ikke Luft og 
mindre Staal” (PS VII, 97). At first sight, this line appears to affirm a de-
cidedly ethnic view of the folk, and Vind (Vind 1999) indeed has argued 
that Grundtvig’s nationalism has an ethnic root. But Lundgreen-Nielsen 
counsels us not to read the phrase as a reference to genetic or racial purity 
but rather as a poetic reference to the familial affection and respect that 
ought to be borne towards one’s forebears (Lundgreen-Nielsen 1997, 89). 
Grundtvig addressed perennial question of who belongs to a nation and 
who, even if resident, does not when he wrote: 

What is a people? (…) Is it the nose or the mouth that gives it away? 
(…) They belong to a people who think they do, those who hear the 
mother tongue, those who love the fatherland, the rest are separated 
from the people, expel themselves, do not belong (Østergaard 2006). 
 
In Folkelighed (1848), he added,  
 
To a nation they belong  
who consider themselves so  
with an ear for their language  
and fire for their country.   
(Thyssen 1983, 349) 

Yet, Grundtvig seems ambivalent at best. He was reluctant to afford Gold-
schmidt, a Jewish Dane, more than the status of a guest, even though he 
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acknowledged Goldschmidt to be a better writer in Danish than other 
Christian Danish writers (Bredsdorff 1974, 40). This ambivalence sug-
gests Grundtvig had not so easily resolved the tensions between civic, eth-
nic, and cultural notions of national belonging.

Both sides of the referendum debate over Scottish independence at-
tempted to set the argument within a civic rather than an ethnic frame. 
Though the Wales, Scotland, and Demark of the past were demographi-
cally amongst the more homogeneous nations, these nations are today 
seeing increasing ethnic and cultural plurality, and tensions surround the 
place that immigration plays in nationhood and national identity. Those 
of Scottish ancestry or those born in Scotland or with other significant 
connections (and who therefore may well consider themselves and be 
considered by others to be Scots) were nonetheless ineligible to vote in 
the referendum if they were not registered on the Scottish electoral rolls 
(and therefore normally residing in Scotland). Although this requirement 
caused some disquiet, protest, and even legal action, both sides in the 
independence debate followed the principle in order to present Scotland 
as modern, progressive, and inclusive. Both sides wanted to avoid ethno-
cultural representations, which they held to be backward looking and 
narrow-minded.

This effort by leaders of the debate worked against the sentiments of the 
wider Scottish public who often emphasized ethnocentric and cultural in-
dicators of national identity (Leith and Soule 2012). Referendum rhetoric 
was dominated by a civic tone, though not without references to national 
pride (which undoubtedly carried historic dimensions) or to historical and 
cultural contexts (Smith 1991; Yack 1999). However much political lead-
ers might have sought to represent the nation as a civic entity, the political 
case drew upon distinctions between the proposed nation-state and other 
configurations, the suggestion being that Scotland’s situation was funda-
mentally different from its neighbours’.

A.D. Smith defines nationalism as “an ideological movement for attain-
ing and maintaining autonomy, unity, and identity on behalf of a popula-
tion deemed by some of its members to constitute an actual or potential 
‘nation’” (Smith 1991, 73). Even if an imagined (even fictive) kinship is 
tacitly asserted, a focus on cultural allegiance allows outsiders to join, as-
similate and belong (Smith 1991, 24, n.17). A nation as community and 
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as culture finds its natural expression in the exercise of political autonomy, 
where the cultural nation matches the political nation.

Claims of national autonomy arise from two different groups, each 
starting from a different principle. First, the essentialist group holds that 
a particular people and territory is a nation that binds together a socio-
historio-cultural way of life with an economic system; therefore, it ought 
to exist and be recognised as an independent state. And second, the na-
tional identity camp holds simply that identity is strongly linked either to 
the nation’s separate existence as a sovereign state—its independent work-
ings—or to its very claim to such sovereignty.

Denmark has a long history as a state, either lately as a nation-state or 
previously as a multi-national state. As Østergaard asserts, “Danishness 
has always been intimately linked with its existence as a sovereign state” 
(Østergaard 2006, 85). Scotland, though not a nation-state like Denmark, 
with substantial sub-state devolved powers and both late and long-stand-
ing civic institutions of its own, nonetheless has preserved a strong sense 
of identity through aspects of its own governance.

The Scottish National Party (like Plaid Cymru, its counterpart in Wales) 
might well be thought to belong to the first, essentialist camp. The Scot-
tish Government White Paper on the constitutional aspects of independ-
ence referred repeatedly to the Scottish people as “sovereign” (Scottish 
Government 2013a, 2, 7, 13, 15-16) with the right to self-determination. 
This principal White Paper set out the arguments for independence, but 
it did not focus on the sovereignty argument. Instead, in passages like 
the following one, it identified many broad benefits and gains that would 
result from independence:

If we vote Yes, we take the next step on Scotland’s journey. We will 
move forward with confidence, ready to make the most of the many 
opportunities that lie ahead. The most important decisions about our 
economy and society will be taken by the people who care most about 
Scotland, that is by the people of Scotland. The door will open to a new 
era for our nation. (…) We, the people who live here, have the greatest 
stake in making Scotland a success. With independence we can make 
Scotland the fairer and more successful country we all know it should 
be. We can make Scotland’s vast wealth and resources work much bet-
ter for everyone in our country, creating a society that reflects our hopes 

GrundtvigStudier_2014.indb   104 28-11-2014   17:38:50



105

Grundtvig of Denmark – (Still?)  A Guide to Small Nations

and ambition. Being independent means we will have a government that 
we choose – a government that always puts the people of Scotland first 
(Scottish Government 2013b, 1).

The debate was rarely framed as a simple imperative that each nation ought 
to be a state in its own right. Stephen Maxwell, the son of a left-wing 
Scottish nationalist intellectual, wrote recently in a re-published volume 
of his late father’s essay, “The belief that a nation should be independent 
simply because it is a nation (…) is an intellectual dead-end which, thank-
fully, few in the SNP [The Scottish National Party] subscribe to these 
days” (Maxwell 2013, 13). Yet, a pro-independence campaign is inevita-
bly a coalition of both camps, of those who argue on the basis of alleged 
sovereignty and of those who see particular socio-political-economic out-
comes. Perhaps the pragmatic constitutional question was and remains to 
be: How much independence in decision-making and freedom of action is 
necessary for Scotland to be the nation it wants to be?

The second, national identity camp claims that, being a cultural com-
munity, the nation requires political autonomy in order to flourish and to 
protect its culture. Basque, Catalan, Québécois and Welsh nationalisms, 
for example, have argued for independence or autonomy on the grounds 
that such constitutional change is a necessary element in protecting, sus-
taining, and nurturing the distinctive culture of the society, including its 
language. 

Language was certainly a crucial point of national identity for Grundt-
vig. Allchin points out that, along with his focus on the mother tongue, 
“the persistent vitality of the Welsh language” was something that Grundt-
vig “observed with a certain surprise” (Allchin 1992, 34). This itself made 
Grundtvig think more highly of the Welsh nation and its confidence in 
its culture (Davies 1944, 37). Grundtvig’s attachment to the Danish lan-
guage draws upon a belief rooted in the thinking of Herder about the rela-
tionship between a language and a volk. Grundtvig’s concept of folkelighed 
with the national language at the core, a leaf of Det Danske Fiir-Kløver 
(VU IV, 145-83) reflects Herder’s influence. And Grundtvig responded to 
the use of German especially in Slesvig but also in higher Danish society 
by defending the Danish tongue. The effort itself became emblematic of 
the need to safeguard Danish culture within Denmark itself. He regarded 
educational use of Latin as part of a system that was dead and elitist, and 
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in his roles as poet and philologist, Grundtvig cherished the lexicon and 
speech of the folk in the mouth of ordinary Danish people. 

Nationalist movements today connect threats to language with threats 
to culture and national identity. Jordi Pujol, for example, wrote that the 
Catalan people are “threatened by the loss of a sense of cohesion and of 
the deep-rooted individual and collective identity, subjected to an alienat-
ing situation as a people” (quoted in Guibernau 2004, 142), not least in a 
context where Spanish / Castilian language promotion and Catalan sup-
pression was a major government policy in the period of Franco. Welsh 
nationalists, as Noëlle Davies affirmed, found linguistic bases for their 
promotion of nationhood and defence of culture, because language and 
culture distinguished them most distinctly from England and the wider 
United Kingdom. Such issues remain significant in the Welsh context 
today. Are they, however, significant in a Scottish context also? At first 
sight, it might appear not. Scots Gaelic is spoken by relatively few Scots 
and, while it might be cherished for its relationship to Scottish national 
identity, the language does not specifically define Scottish-ness for the 
simple reason that so many born and bred Scots do not speak it. Also 
unclear is the situation of Scots as a Germanic language in the line of Old 
Northumbrian. Many Scottish people speak something more of a Scots 
English than Scots itself. Yet, one cannot deny the importance of Scottish 
words and expressions in marking the speaker as Scottish, whatever their 
ethnicity or location.

One movement afoot in Scotland that seems Grundtvigian in its efforts 
is the so-called Scotticisation of Scottish education and its de-Anglicisa-
tion. There is a growing acceptability of Scottish words and phrases and 
accents in the public contexts of education, broadcast media, and formal 
speech. In Kidspoem / Bairnsang, the Scots poet Liz Lochhead renders her 
poems about a child’s school experience in both Scots and English. She 
pointedly and humorously observes the once clearly-drawn realms of the 
private home and the public school (Lochhead 2003), the first a folkelig 
space, in Grundtvigian terms, the second alien to its own culture. Loch-
head’s observations trigger thoughts about the right to speak in public 
just as one speaks at home (though recognising that each has its own reg-
ister) as an important aspect of building the self-confidence and identity 
of a people and its nation. This is a point no less true today than when 
Peter Hiort Lorenzen of Haderslev persisted in speaking Danish in the 
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Schleswigian citizen’s assembly in 1842 (Simon 1998). And even though 
the Scottish independence debate did not foreground language questions 
(for Gaelic has already sufficiently devolved in use), Scots and Scots-Eng-
lish language status and usage are part of the re-affirmed and developing 
Scottish national identity, self-assurance and pride, that brought Scottish 
independence to be a possibility worthy of imagining. 

Cultural and political nationhood, of course, do not have to coincide, 
though nationalism often claims that they do. Two contexts, in particu-
lar, created desire to bring the cultural and the political together through 
an independence movement. One was a perception of threat. Grundt-
vig saw a Germanification of Danish cultural and political life, especial-
ly amongst elites, a danger he identified in Lykøskning til Danmark med 
det danske dummerhøved og det danske høiskole 1847 (UV VII, 181-270). 
Davies observes that Grundtvig doubted, on practical grounds, that the 
Danish State was then “particularly Danish in cultural terms. As for their 
national language (…) many of them [the Danish elite] were inclined to 
be ashamed of it and to look on it as the unpolished speech of an infe-
rior class” (Davies 1944, 6-7). Influenced by a Herderian affirmation of 
a nationalism of the people rather than a Hegelian nationalism of the 
state (Korsgaard 2014, 62), Grundtvig attached great significance to the 
nation as a cultural community. The state could become an “empty and 
dead” thing, static and destructive of the liveliness of the people (Thaning 
1972, 104). Yet, sovereignty was a means by which people might protect 
their special cultural identity and facilitate conversations about what is 
important to them (Korsgaard 2011, 17). Grundtvig knew that formal 
political sovereignty offers in itself no guarantee of cultural safeguard-
ing, so he promoted folk movements to defend Danishness and revitalise 
Danish culture. Where there is no threat to culture, nationalists and oth-
ers concerned for the distinctive culture of the nation work to promote 
cultural flourishing. For example, Scott argues that “it is because we [the 
Scots] have a distinctive, diverse and valuable national culture that we 
need independence to fulfil our potential [my emphasis] and give expres-
sion to our identity” (Scott 2003, 318). Scott’s sentiment finds validity in 
the point that beginning in the mid-nineteenth century and extending 
throughout the twentieth century Scotland has long been on a road of cul-
tural revival through an extended process of de-Anglicisation of Scottish 
life, not least of speech and education and culture in Scotland, a process 
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paralleled throughout the “Celtic Fringe” and beyond (Whalen 2007). 
The establishment of Scottish cultural organisations (albeit with financial 
and organisational challenges), the renewed commitment to the Gaelic 
language and culture, the resurgence in Scottish folk music and storytell-
ing, the renewed media interest in Scots culture—these are some recent 
developments. Devine asserts that “a new vitality in many aspects of Scot-
tish culture (…) helped underpin the growing interest in Home Rule (…) 
and helped to infuse the crusade (…) with a new impetus and confidence” 
(Devine 2000, 608-9).

The Scottish Government’s White Paper suggested that among the ben-
efits of independence would be an impetus to greater cultural develop-
ment in the nation (McGill 2013). The following passage appeared as one 
of the key planks of the “Yes” platform:

In an independent Scotland we will build on our cultural ambitions for 
Scotland. Our approach has been, and will continue to be, distinct from 
that of Westminster in that we recognise the intrinsic value of culture 
and heritage, and do not just value them for their economic benefit, sub-
stantial though that is. We view culture and heritage as fundamental to 
our wellbeing and quality of life. Our ambition is to build an independ-
ent nation where our cultural and historic life can continue to flourish. 
With independence we will have new powers over the economy to en-
courage our culture and creative sectors. And the process of becoming 
independent will, itself, stimulate new creativity and energy in Scotland 
(Scottish Government 2013b, 31).

This passage highlights the potential interplay (we might use Grundtvig’s 
vekselvirkning) between the political, economic, and cultural aspects of 
Scottish life. And, notably, participants from the cultural sector, such as 
celebrities, got involved. For example, Alan Bissett, a Glaswegian author, 
playwright and performer wrote that the National Collective is

a great place for artists to come together and talk about the benefits 
(and possibly even some of the drawbacks!) of independence. Scotland 
is an incredibly creative country, which punches well above its weight in 
music, literature, theatre, the visual arts and fashion, and I want to be 
part of the exciting, new country to which these forces will contribute. 
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National Collective is the focal point for that, helping transform Scot-
land with the power of imagination (National Collective 2014). 

As Scott observes, independence movements often channel the efforts 
of poets, thinkers, artists and the politically active (Scott 2003, 317). As 
Grundtvig and Grundtvigians well-understood, the growth and deepen-
ing of a national cultural life can awaken a spirit within a people, embody 
and express values that lie at the heart of the people, give them something 
to cherish and therefore protect, affirm them as a people, and, as Craig 
(2003) and Riddoch (2013) suggest, build their self-belief, capacity and 
self-confidence in their national life. Questions of national self-confidence 
functioned with debate in arguments both for and against independence. 
For example, two prominent Scottish authors, under the auspices of the 
Saltire Society, produced contrasting pamphlets (McIlvanney 2014; Mas-
sie 2014). On one side, William McIlvanney argued that the Scots ought 
to vote “Yes” to independence because they should believe in their own 
capacity to take full responsibility for themselves. On the other side, Allan 
Massie urged Scots to vote “No” to show their confidence in their ability 
to remain Scottish while prospering within the political union.

It is perhaps more typical of the contributions to political discourse 
from the arts sector than of those from party political sources that, while 
they may not be less politically-committed, they are more rooted in the 
story of the people, more expressive of fundamental values, more focused 
on stimulating public thinking and response and more inviting of dia-
logue – the virtues that Grundtvig sought for human society. The Scottish 
novelist and stand-up comedian A.L. Kennedy has, with some humour, 
commented, “Encourage cultural literacy in a nation bent on rediscover-
ing itself after centuries of being silenced and you could end with an elec-
torate that’s confident, outspoken and energetic. Heaven forfend” (Ken-
nedy 2011, online).

Smallness – virtue or vulnerability?

After the Danish multi-national composite state ended with the separation 
of Norway and the Duchies, leaving a rump state that had lost not only in-
ternational power, physical land, and economic resources and something 
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of its national self-understanding, Grundtvig wrote the following lines in 
“Foragter ej de ringe dage” (1837): 

Do not despise the day of small things!” 
Was said when Israel again 
A temple to the God of all things 
Was building in Jerusalem, 
A shadow of the former one, 
The temple of king Solomon. 
… 
We build a house of humble state, 
A shadow of God’s mansions great 
(VU, IX, 279-81).2

The reference in the poem to Zechariah 4,6-10 resonates with the situ-
ation in Denmark. The multi-faceted slogan “hvad udad tabes, det maa 
indad vindes” (Danmarkshistorien.dk, n.d.), originally used in relation 
to the heathland but also as a moral injunction, was itself an acknowl-
edgement that Denmark’s national future lay no longer in territorial or 
political grandeur. Smallness had been forced upon the Danish realm, 
but the reality of and the response to this diminution became a source of 
strengthening. “Grundtvig depicted a small, fair and satisfied land united 
by a common feeling,” writes Lawler (Lawler 2004, 162). To this Danish 
understanding of itself is attributed much from many quotidian cultural 
assumptions (Hansen 1980) to a “fundamental mistrust of everything 
big” (Østergaard 1992, 168). Grundtvig was not simply acknowledging 
a politico-geographical reality; he was actively regarding smallness as a 
virtue. From his perspective, , the phrase “little Denmark” becomes less a 
quantitative assessment than a poetic expression of endearment, and it is 
that fædernelandskærlighed that very often lies at the heart of national be-
longing. It is difficult not to hear the use of “little” without hearing a tone 
of affection, such as Scots often attach to Scottish word for “little”, “wee”. 

Debates about Scottish independence frequently involve a comparison 
of Scotland with the “small” Nordic nations. Indeed, the Scottish Gov-
ernment explicitly, within its proposals, refers to nations which resemble 

2 Trans. Hansen 2000, online.
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Scotland, all of them Nordic (Scottish Government 2013b). It is therefore 
reasonable to reflect on how Danish and Nordic small-nationhood3 has 
developed, not least under the influence of Grundtvig’s thinking, with 
smallness being not only quantitatively descriptive but also a way of being 
in the world. Denmark and Scotland both have populations of around 
five to six million. Bailes, Thorhallsson and Johnstone suggests that all 
the Nordic states are “small” and that Scotland “fits well into their range,” 
if we consider the variables of population, territory, GDP and military 
capacity (Bailes et al. 2013,3-4). It is argued by some that if the Nordic 
nations can be independent of each other, there is prima facie no reason 
why Scotland should not be (and perhaps an implication that it ought to 
be). Smout suggests that

The reasoning seems to go like this: Scotland is a small northern na-
tion and wants self-government; Denmark, Norway and Sweden are all 
small nations, and they enjoy self-government; given self-government or 
at least meaningful devolution, Scandinavian prosperity can be recre-
ated in Scotland (Smout 1977, 17). 

This argument responds to the suggestion that Scotland may be too small 
to be a viable nation. The literature on small nations, however, has moved 
from focusing on vulnerability to considering potential strengths. “Small 
nationhood need not be a liability nor a clear sign of sub-optimality,” 
suggests Hjort and Petrie (Hjort and Pertri 2007, 7). As Panke adds that 

3 There is no simple, singular, unifying, multi-faceted and multi-contextual defi-
nition of what constitutes a “small nation” (Archer and Nugent 2002; Blandford 
2013, 9). While physical territory or population size or political structures may 
be relevant considerations, they are not defining in themselves and exceptions 
will be apparent. Other perspectives might be the power that the nation exercises 
relationally, its status in the eyes of other state or indeed non-state players, the 
resources available to it, its effectiveness in achieving its objectives in the world, 
or simply its self-understanding. Such factors may shift or be contextual or oper-
ate differently simultaneously. Self-identification as a small state may reflect the 
widely held understanding of the people or it may come, perhaps more signifi-
cantly, from the political elite of the nation (Kristjansson and Cela 2011). Hjort 
and Petrie suggest that it is “mostly a general intuition rather than a clearly defined 
analytical tool” (2007, 3), a constructivist question rather than an objective one 
(Hey 2003, Thorhallsson 2006).
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“smaller states can compensate for size-related difficulties through institu-
tionalized learning and through the possession of expertise” (Panke 2011, 
137), bringing the flexibility and adaptability of which Katzenstein (1985) 
and Keating and Harvey (2014) write.

Different elements of small nationhood are important not just for the 
purposes of definitions but also because they express something of self-
identity and behavioural intention. In adopting a small nation self-iden-
tity, a nation may be engaging not only in an internalised process, but it 
also may be calling other nations to share in this understanding of what it 
is (Kristjansson and Cela 2011, 7). The late Donald Allchin, who rejoiced 
in the gift of Grundtvig to the wider world and celebrated Welsh cultural 
heritage, wrote of small nationhood:

In Denmark I learnt that a small nation is not the same as a large nation. 
(…) In the twentieth century the devastating effects of the pretensions 
of large nations, particularly when they become imperial or totalitarian 
or both, have been so evident, that many people seem afraid to speak or 
think of nationality at all. But national identity will not go away, even 
though we pretend it is not there. Certainly the nationalism of large 
nations which define themselves mostly in terms of their economic or 
military power, their capacity to control and dominate other nations, 
is something which itself needs to be very strictly scrutinised and con-
trolled. (…) But the situation of a small nation (…) is totally different. It 
cannot, even if it wants to, define itself in this way. Its economic power 
is very limited; its military power negligible. It cannot dominate others; 
it has to learn to live in relationships of interdependence with them. Its 
definition and awareness of its national identity will necessarily be more 
internal than external, to do with shared memories and shared tradi-
tions, common experiences and common insights, usually conveyed and 
embodied in a shared language, whose very existence is often threatened 
in our age of mass-culture (Allchin 1992, 15).

Allchin insightfully draw attention to the issue of power. Instead of pow-
erfulness, “small nations” should embrace “kærlighed, fredelighed, man-
glende erobrelyst, tro på en gudgiven lykke, beskedenhed, som afløses af 
mod og sejhed, når ydre provokationer bliver for nærgående” (Lundgreen-
Nielsen 1992, 78), to facilitate empowerment and to act as a dispassion-
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ate friend to the world community. As Jørgensen suggests, small nations 
should find “their strength and (…) self-respect from other things than 
the naked exercise of power” (Jørgensen 1993, 92-93). Though we may 
now distance ourselves from Grundtvig’s notions of the special election 
of the Danish nation and people, Jørgensen suggests that he believed that 
this role was rooted in the “vulnerability of the Danish people (…) just 
as, once upon a time, the Israelite people became a witness to the fact that 
God is strong among the weak” (Jørgensen 1993, 96). Today, many small 
nations prove able to defend their own interests (Panke 2010) and, more 
altruistically, play the roles of mediator and peacemaker. They often prior-
itize development aid and champion environmental concerns and human 
rights. For example, when the Icelandic foreign minister addressed the 
UN General Assembly in 2007, she referred to her nation as

a small, dynamic state without a military (…) [I]t is our natural inclina-
tion to look for the peaceful settlement of disputes within the interna-
tional community. (…) The Nordics have a reputation for being bridge 
builders – trusted mediators in complex situations (Gísladóttir 2007, 
online). 

Then, Grimsson suggests that “a small country is well placed to be a crea-
tive political laboratory, a fertile ground for initiatives, a bearer of new 
ideas, an initiator of new thinking” (Grimsson 2008, 4).

It made sense to many in the debate that as a small nation, an independ-
ent Scotland would have had the potential to adopt these types of roles. 
The so-called Nordic model rooted in communitarian social understand-
ing was held to resonate well with the dominant Scottish political and 
social philosophy. Olaffson suggests that “the citizen of a small state has 
a better possibility to influence decision making than a citizen of a larger 
state” (Olaffson 1998, 14). 

Both Denmark and Scotland have, even today, a high degree of demo-
graphic homogeneity, and are often characterised as narrow in attitudes 
and perspective (Philip 2013) and as exclusive, though neither feature 
is the peculiarity of only smaller nations. “For some, small is beautiful, 
for others small means petty, mediocre, and tedious,” writes Østergaard 
(Østergaard 2006, 93), noting Schwartz’s piece (Schwarz 1985), which 
links smallness with hygge and an alleged related exclusiveness (Østergaard 
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2006, 92). There’s no denying that cultural closeness of a relatively homo-
geneous national population can have negative effects. Negative effects, 
however, are not inevitable, and they are often outweighed by positives. 
As I pen this article, I hear in my mind a familiar popular Scottish chorus 
of welcome sung during the opening ceremony of the Commonwealth 
Games Glasgow 2014:

Come in, come in it’s nice to see you  
How’s yersel’ [yourself], yer looking grand  
Tak a seat and ha’e a drammy [glass of whisky] 
Man, yer welcome, here’s my hand.  
(Stewart, online) 

Such expressions of traditional welcome can be stereotypical and senti-
mental and easily derided, but it is surely arguable that small nations, per-
haps with a deep sense of internal community, can be open and hospitable 
societies whose welcome extends to incomers. A recent survey conducted 
by Oxford University Migration Observatory reported that Scottish at-
titudes to immigration were less likely than English attitudes to endorse 
a reduction in immigration and less likely to regard immigrants as illegal 
immigrants. Only 22 % of the survey respondents believed that an inde-
pendent Scotland would actually be less open to immigration (Brockle-
hurst 2014). Smaller nations might attribute this attitude to special de-
mographics; Scotland has a more ageing population and different labour 
market needs than England. Larger nations might have a stronger sense of 
their insularity, defining themselves against other large nations and, in the 
case of England, against mainland Europe. Smaller countries, in contrast, 
define themselves significantly against large nations, as Scotland does its 
English neighbour.

Conversation in heart and head

The independence referendum campaign in Scotland largely lacked any 
direct reference to either the sovereignty argument around nationhood 
or an ethno-cultural appeal to “Scottishness,” while Grundtvig openly 
hoped that his nation would rediscover its history, culture, values, and 
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mission. Davies writes, “They [the Danes] had largely lost touch with their 
national past, and thereby lost the chief spur to self-reliance and co-oper-
ative effort” (Davies 1944, 6). She implies that the Welsh had lost touch, 
too. Grundtvig’s view reflects a common nationalist process, which we 
see in A.D. Smith’s analysis of nationalist programmes. He defines them 
collectively as:

a summons to the people, mobilizing the members of the community, 
tapping their collective emotions, inspiring them with moral fervour, 
activating their energies for national goals, so as to reform and renew the 
community (Smith 1999, 178).

With his emphasis on the place of love in the human, Grundtvig’s na-
tional commitment is rooted in fædernelandskærlighed, which is something 
more deep-seated than a constitutional duty or loyalty. Why might it be 
that the official pro-independence campaign in Scotland largely lacked 
such sentiment? Political leaders were certainly consciousness of the de-
veloping plurality of Scottish society, and they were doubtless reluctant 
to engage in a debate with ethno-cultural undertones. They regarded ap-
peals to history as inevitably backward looking and inappropriate to a na-
tion contemplating its future. Evidence shows, however, that the Scottish 
population in general (Leith and Soule 2012) held a rather “thick” view of 
national identity (Kohn 1944, 331).

It is easy to note also that questions of national identity were affected by 
pre-occupations with short term interests that have to be answered while 
holding on to the possibility that a wider and deeper debate is required. 
Davies writes:

One of the most disheartening features of the crisis [the seizure by Brit-
ain of Danish ships, the surrender of Norway to the Swedish crown, the 
1813 State bankruptcy] was that instead of being concerned with what 
they could do to help their country, most people seemed concerned only 
with snatching some temporary advantage for themselves (Davies 1944, 
9).

The Scottish debate, however, rarely extended beyond the narrow confines 
of personal or even public finances to a broader political agenda.
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Grundtvig, while scarcely a political radical, particularly in his earlier 
years, was not uncritical of the Danish social order nor lacking in vision 
of what a more just Danish society might look like. In his Danmarks Trøst 
(Langt højere Bjerge), he expresses his hope for a Danish society in general 
when he writes, “Naar faa har for meget og Færre for lidt” (VU VII, 346). 
The beloved Scottish poet Robert Burns expressed similar sentiments in 
The Ronalds of the Bennals when he contrasted those “weel stockit in means” 
(well stocked in means) and those without means (Burns 1780, 189-90). 

Looking North

The referendum debate clearly raised and renewed concerns that Scot-
land remain a more socially and economically just society. Social justice 
and economic independence and how the two relate opened the door for 
thoughts about a stronger relationship between the Scots and the Nordic 
world. Indeed, the debate led some thinkers in Scotland to appropriate 
Grundtvig’s idea of the North!

George Reid, a former deputy Presiding Officer of the Scottish Parlia-
ment with a SNP background, asserted Scotland’s affinity with Nordic 
countries. He wrote, “The truth is, that of all the nations and regions 
that make up the United Kingdom, the Scots – by reason of history, cul-
ture, their environment – are probably the most Nordic in character. As a 
people we are naturally egalitarian and communitarian in spirit” (Newby 
2009, 313). At the time of the founding of the Scottish Parliament, feeling 
spread in Scotland that the parliament should not mirror its counterpart at 
Westminster, which was thought to be too confrontational, insufficiently 
open in democratic terms, and uncommitted to consensus and bound by 
a rigid party system. These feelings were reflected in physical and ideologi-
cal changes: officials reshaped the parliamentary into a horseshoe from its 
previous setup based on Westminster’s opposite adversarial bench format, 
and they implemented transparent systems of access and consultation. 
Newby suggests that Nordic politics was a source of inspiration for these 
developments (Newby 2009).

Likewise, Scotland might be said to share the Nordic vision for a more 
fully comprehensive and cohesive system of social support to society and 
to individuals (Brandal et al. 2013; Denholm et al. 2007). Questions of 
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sustainability or conservative concerns about neoliberal approaches have 
not dulled Scottish admiration for Nordic political methodology (Lu and 
Olesen, n.d.). 

Around the Scottish independence debate, but standing a little to the 
side of it, there has been formed in Scotland a network entitled Nordic 
Horizons which has been the arena in which Scottish academics, politi-
cians, workers in the creative industries and the public in general have had 
an opportunity to explore Nordic initiatives in a range of fields such as 
transport, banking, and economics.

As I have suggested earlier, political leaders have been noticeably re-
luctant to draw on historical material in the independence debate, but 
they have affirmed that Scotland has had a “Norse” past and highlighted 
historical links with the Nordic world. Of course, it is not unusual for na-
tionalist rhetoric (like other forms of political argument) to unearth a past 
that serves its interests. It is true that, though largely in a rather distant 
past, parts of Scotland were under Norse rule, and it is true that there have 
been significant trading links over the centuries and that there remains in 
some form or another a measure of “Nordicness” to Orkney and Shetland 
in particular. “The Orkney and Shetland Islands, along with Caithness 
(…) are identified primarily in terms of their Norse cultural heritage,” as-
serts Heddle (Heddle 2010, 1). Shetland especially, even before becoming 
part of the northerly community of oil producers, has tended to turn its 
gaze upon its Norse past. Orkney in measure does so too: of Clouston’s 
1932 A History of Orkney, Hall observes that it “is unequivocally and un-
apologetically pro-Norse in its bias” (Hall 2010, 63).

This line of argument is fragile, save perhaps in the case of the Northern 
isles. Yet, it hints that while Scotland’s past has been orientated in a south-
erly direction towards England and on, an important part of its future 
might lie in a northerly and easterly direction, towards Scandinavia.

Perhaps most powerful, however, is the Northern label and the image 
in the context of Scotland’s hopes for its future (whether or not indeed it 
opts for autonomy). More broadly, internationally as well as domestically, 
this label “Nordic” is perhaps shorthand for “smaller, fairer and greener”? 
(Yale Conference on Baltic and Scandinavian Studies 2014). Imprecise it 
may well be; it has some capacity to encapsulate a view of the future.

The 2014 Yale conference on Baltic and Scandinavian Studies proposed 
a theme: “Reconnecting with the Nordic – Aspirational Identities in the 
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Nordic Periphery.” The title, particularly the word “aspirational,” raises 
interesting issues in the Scottish context. To speak of “reconnecting” ap-
peals to a sense of restoring a relationship that once was. And indeed those 
who want to reconnect with the Nordic world, while making a case in 
terms of current needs, nonetheless refer also to the re-establishment of a 
Northern community or commonwealth. The word “periphery” seems to 
open up the possibility that there may be a core to the Nordic world but 
that it stretches beyond that core in a more elastic and permeable way (as 
sometimes with Grundtvig’s understanding of “Norden”). 

We might read “aspirational” in two distinct ways. There are those na-
tions which sit on the periphery of the Nordic, amongst which we might 
count not only Scotland but the Baltic states, finding fresh connections 
and re-establishing historic ones: aspiring to be, or be acknowledged as, 
Nordics. As Reeploeg suggests, it may well be that “the changing geo-po-
litical landscape (of exclusion and inclusion of certain geographical areas 
within the Scandinavian or Nordic ‘concept’) is (…) an ongoing political 
project” (Reeploeg 2010, 116). There is aspiration also, however, to be 
“smaller, fairer and greener” and to be an environmentally conscious small 
nation aiding the developing world and promoting social and economic 
justice domestically.

From a Scottish nationalist perspective, the mere existence of the Nor-
dic nations permits the assertion that small nations are capable of hav-
ing an autonomous existence as states. Back in the 1940s, this issue was 
considered by Noëlle Davies’ husband, who was impressed by that little 
country’s [Denmark’s] ability to govern itself (Davies 1947). This reaf-
firmation sits within the SNP Scottish Government’s wider campaign 
for Scottish independence, which asserts, “Only independence will al-
low Scotland to build its own relationship with structures like the Arctic 
Council, Nordic Council and Nordic Council of Ministers, and to ensure 
that Scotland’s own national interests are directly represented” (Scottish 
Government 2014b). The possible responses of the governments of these 
potential partners to approaches by an independent Scottish government 
are however difficult to know or anticipate, given the reluctance of UK 
partners to comment in ways that might contribute to the debate about 
Scottish independence.

Scottish re-orientation towards the Nordic world depended in part 
upon the outcome of the referendum to determine the extent of political 
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powers. The failed referendum, however, has not drained the political and 
intellectual energy that was generated to foster an on-going exploration of 
how Scotland and its Nordic neighbours might learn and collaborate to 
find solutions to common problems.

New neighbourliness

In the aftermath of the vote, a more significant issue will be relations with 
the rest of the United Kingdom and, in particular, England. The question 
of how to re-establish a healthy relationship with the neighbouring strong 
and sometimes dominant power was, of course, a recurrent issue that 
Grundtvig wrestled with. He was always at the very least wary over Prus-
sia’s pre-occupation with itself and ambitions beyond itself (Lundgreen-
Nielsen 1992, 113). A new relationship with the Nordic world obviously 
need not imply a negative change in the relationship with England. To the 
contrary, as Bailes suggests, Nordic alignment “could both reinforce [the 
rUK4 relationship] politically (…) and help balance it with a societal/cul-
tural community that fostered Scotland’s new small-state values” (Bailes 
2013, 16). 

If Scotland had voted for independence, there would have been a conse-
quent, sustained and intense period of negotiation. Now, in the aftermath 
of a “No” decision, leaders will consider new relationships with the EU, 
NATO, and other international bodies as well as specific alliances. Davies 
recalls a passage from Grundtvig’s writing in which dependence is held 
together with freedom. She writes, “Both small and great nations, if they 
wish to live and work fruitfully, must reconcile themselves to a certain 
interdependence, just as the head and all the members of a body must do” 
(Davies 1944, 31).

Political, economic, social, cultural, institutional and familial links be-
tween Scotland and its southerly neighbour are strong, even if the relation-
ship has varied from close and warm to less harmonious and occasionally 
difficult (Hassan 2010). The post-referendum relationship is now different 
but perhaps healthier and more mature than it has been. Hassan argues:

4 UK is a term used to refer to what would remain of the United Kingdom if 
Scotland were to secede, i.e. England, Wales and Northern Ireland.

GrundtvigStudier_2014.indb   119 28-11-2014   17:38:51



Jack Dyce

120

The Scotland-England relationship is, for good and ill, one of the defin-
ing ways many Scots view the world. It ranges from football and rugby 
rivalry to history, politics, culture and identity (…) Anyone but England 
[a phrase commonly used to assert that a Scots’ sports follower will sup-
port whichever team or player is not English] isn’t about England at all, 
but about the limitations the Scots feel about themselves (2010, online). 

Though he contributed much more besides to the development of mod-
ern Denmark, Grundtvig did a great service to his nation in holding up 
a mirror to the people. What kind of nation did they seek to be? What 
were their strengths and their resources – and their faults and failings? If 
Scotland considers the referendum and its outcome as a call to take greater 
responsibility for itself, including its shortcomings and weaknesses, then 
the referendum can provide a stronger foundation for a sound national 
self-understanding and confidence. O’Toole writes, “Do you want to have 
the safety net of an auld enemy to rage at when policies don’t work and 
the world turns mean? Or do you prefer to look at yourself in the mirror, 
in all your glories and stupidities?” (2012, online)
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