Support for the Danish
Social Democratic Party 1924—39
— Growth and Response™

PALLE SVENSSON
University of Aarhus

1. Introduction

How would a successful and expanding mass party respond to disturbances that
threaten its continued progress? Could the systems analysis approach contribute to
the explanation of this question? These are the topics that will be considered in this
paper.

The Danish Social Democratic party during the period 1924-39 was studied
for two main reasons: the stability of the Danish political system and the possi-
bilities given by the available documentary material.

The period studied was characterized by stability of several fundamental struc-
tures in the Danish political system. After North Slesvig was reunited with Den-
mark in 1920, the Danish political community reached a lasting shape in the Danish
national state, By the Constitution of 1915 all special requirements for voting were
abolished, and universal suffrage was introduced. The new electoral laws of 1915
and 1920 introduced proportional representation and divided the country into a
new system of constituencies, For the Folketing (Lower House), the voting age was
reduced to 25. All these environmental structures relevant for the support of the
Social Democratic party remained unchanged during a period that appropriately
can be considered to have lasted until 1939, since the political system was changed
fundamentally by the German occupation and the national coalition government
in 1940.1

In 1924 the Social Democratic party started to distribute a rather comprehen-

* This paper is an abridged and adapted exposition of parts of my thesis, En undersggelse af
det danske socialdemokrari 1924-39 anskuet som et parapolitisk system med serligt henblik
pd den ydre tilslutning (An Analysis of the Danish Social Democratic Party 1924-39 per-
ceived as a Parapolitical System with Special Reference to the Overt Support), Aarhus, 1972,
mimeographed.
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sive annual report (Beretning). Because these reports and the records from the
party congresses (Proiokel) are the main sources for this paper, I chose 1924 as a
starting point.?

The years 1924 and 1939 both represent important milestones in the develop-
ment of the Social Democratic party in Denmark. In 1924, the steady growth at
the elections to the Folketing had made the party the largest in the country, and,
as a result, the first socialist government was formed. However, this steady growth
stopped in 1939, That year the decline at the election to the Folketing and the de-
feat at the referendum for a new Constitution® signaled the beginning of a new
period in which the Social Democrats had to share the same conditions as the other
parties, with shifting ups and downs at the elections to the Folketing. The time of
triumphal progress had ceased. It is the period between these milestones that will be
analyzed.

Up to 1939 it was commonly believed within the party that it was steadily ex-
panding towards gaining an absolute majority in the electorate and in the Folke-
ting. But it was not in itself sufficient that the party could continuously win and
keep parliamentary seats. It can be hypothesized that, when the Social Demo-
cratic party considered itself to be a steadily expanding party, an interruption of
the progress or events of the party or its environment threatening this progress
might cause changes in its behavior.

The analysis of such changes in party behavior will in this paper be confined to
the ways in which the Social Democratic party used the party membership in
responding to disturbances.

2. Approach

It is my intention in this paper to perceive a political party — the Danish Social

Democratic party — as a parapolitical system and to apply Eastonian systems

analysis* as an analytical framework for the study of the support for this party.
To Easton,

the question that gives coherence and purpose to a rigorous analysis of politi-
cal life as a system of behaviour is as follows. How do any and all political sys-
tems manage to persist in a world of both stability and change? Ultimately
the search for an answer will reveal what I have called the life processes of
political systems — those fundamental functions without which no system
could endure — together with the typical modes of response through which
systems manage to sustain them.®

He defines the political system as ‘those interactions through which values are
authoritatively allocated for a society’.® What distinguishes a political system from
all other systems of behavior are the two essential variables of political life:” the



Support for the Danish Social Democratic Party 192439 129

allocations of values for a society and the relative frequency of compliance with
them, i.e. the acceptance of these allocations as ‘authoritative’ by most of the
members, at least most of the time. As long as the system does keep its essential
variables operating within their critical range, some kind of a system can be said
to persist.? But when these variables are disturbed to the extent that they are in
danger of being pushed beyond their critical range, the system is threatened by
stress.?

According to Easton, ‘political systems may be identified at different levels of
inclusiveness, from the parapolitical system of a voluntary organization to a muni-
cipality, province or state, national unit, and various kinds of international sys-
tems’,’® and he makes it clear that ke chooses to deal only with societal political
systems: ‘we have seen that political life may be described as a set or system of
interactions defined by the fact that they are more or less related to the authorita-
tive allocation of values for a society, Although similar allocations occur within
organizations, I shall find it useful to include within our range of theoretical con-
cern only societal political systems rather than parapolitical systems. However,
much of our conceptual structure might apply equally well, with the necessary
modifications, to parapolitical sysiems of organizations’ 1

As Easton emphasizes, the application of systems analysis to political systems
other than the political system as such, e.g. democratic political systems,'? re-
quires modifications according to the definition of the political systems; ‘if we
were directing our attention to an analysis of varying classes of systems, such as
democracies, we would redefine the essential variables to include whatever char-
acteristic patterns of political relationships we associated with this kind of sys-
tem’.??

A corresponding argument could be put forward with regard to parapolitical
systems. When the defining functions or variables are stated and the essential vari-
ables redefined, it should be possible to work with questions and problems equiva-
lent to those of David Easton: how does this parapolitical system manage to per-
sist in a world of both stability and change? Which disturbances stress it? How
does the parapolitical system respond to stress? And so forth.

When a political party is perceived as a political system and the analytical
framework of Eastonian systems analysis is applied, the central problem for
analysis becomes the persistence of this parapolitical system in its interaction with
its environment. Just as the Eastonian systems analysis attaches small importance
to the study of the internal structure and process of the political system,!? so these
phenomena will not be the focus of analysis when the systems approach is modi-
fied for the study of a political party.'s But, whereas Easton links up the per-
sistence view with stress,'® it will in this study also comprise disturbances that might
threaten the continued progress of the party.

As mentioned above, the Social Democratic party considered itself to be a party
in steady growth. For this reason it may be hypothesized that, even if the persis-
tence of the party was not exposed to stress, disturbances threatening the steady
growth might provoke a response.

9 Scandinavian Palirical Scudies
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The first thing that one must do when modifying the systems analysis for the
study of a political party is to determine what is characteristic for political parties
in contrast to all other parapolitical systems.

In this paper the definition of a political party proposed by Erik Rasmussen,
relating to the definition of the political system by David Easton, will be used:
‘a party is an organization which strives to gain and keep positions of power which
allow it to influence the authoritative allocations of values for a society’.!” This
definition is not claimed to be exhaustive; it is rather an indication of the minimal
requirements put forward to label an organization a political party.

David Easton states the difference between political and parapolitical systems
by emphasizing that parapolitical systems are concerned only with problems of
authoritative allocations within the group or organization; the range of problems
is narrower and the powers available are more limited than those arising in the
political system of the society.1®

When a political party is perceived as a parapolitical system, the essential vari-
ables or fundamental functions must be redefined. They can be identified as fol-
lows: it is essential

(1) that decisions are made that allocate values for an organization (the political
party),

(2) that these decisions are authoritative, i.e. are accepted as binding by ‘the
members'? of the party, at least most of them, most of the time, and

(3) that this organization strives to gain and keep positions of power that allow
it to influence the authoritative allocations of values for the society — usually
in accordance with the general aims of the party, which might be set out in
the program of the party.

Disturbances from the parapolitical system itself or its environment might affect
the parapolitical system so that these essential variables are pushed beyond their
critical range — e.g. a political party’s possibilities to gain positions of power.

It is necessary for a political party’s persistence in relation to its environment
that the support of the citizens does not fall below a certain minimum level. This
holds true both with regard to the ability of the party to make decisions and with
regard to its ability to have these decisions accepted as binding but also, and per-
haps especially, with regard to the goal that the party has set for winning and
keeping positions of power.

In this connection Easton’s distinction between overt and covert support®® is
of special interest. Whereas the covert support for a political party may be im-
portant because it expresses the possibilities of the party to increase its support, it
is the overt support that involves the most immediate consequences with regard to
the continued progress of the party. Thus it is not of much help that many citizens
hold a sympathetic attitude towards the party if these attitudes are not expressed
in a way that contributes to the party’s winning and keeping positions of power.
Therefore, the attention of this paper is concentrated on the overt support for
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political parties. In effect, several parties’ mutual competition for the citizens’
overt support does show that a party’s persistence is threatened when the party is
unable to transform its covert support into overt support.

An individual can express his support for a party in many different ways, but
two kinds of overt support are especially of vital importance to the party: (1) The
voting support, i.e. the votes cast for the party at public elections, is of direct im-
portance for the party to win and keep positions of power. (2) The membership
support?! is of indirect importance, but, for a political mass party, support in the
form of membership may be anticipated to be decisive for the resources available
to the party in its endeavors to win and keep positions of power.??

Voting and membership support represent different degrees of identification
with the party and acceptance of its outputs.?? Whereas voting support only in-
dicates acceptance of the party’s policies and candidates by intermittent secret
votes, the membership support is more binding and can therefore be viewed as a
higher degree of support for the party.

Since voters and members who cannot accept the outputs of the parties gqua
voters and members are free to withdraw their overt support from the party, it
seems defensible to operationalize the two degrees of overt support for the party
according to the formal criteria: voting and membership.

The members of the political system can support a political party in different
ways, which, however, in a representative democratic system must manifest them-
selves in the greatest possible voting support if they are to contribute to the per-
sistence of the party.

Since the Danish Social Democratic party will use legal means only, the winning
of power can be implemented exclusively by participation in general, public elec-
tions. In this paper the participation in elections to the Folketing is examined.
After the introduction of the parliamentary system, the parties’ position in the
Folketing alone decided the formation of government.

For a political mass party the resources provided by the membership support
are vital, and it could be hypothesized that a mass party would react against dis-
turbances threatening its steady growth in voting support by a regulation of the
membership support. Two kinds of regulation are possible. The party could in-
crease the resources provided by the members either by enrolling additional mem-
bers or by using resources from the present members more efficiently.

The first kind of regulation would be an extension of the membership support,
quite in accordance with Duverger’s characterization of the activities in the local
party organizations of a mass party:?* ‘the branch is extensive and tries to enroll
members, to multiply their number, and to increase its total strength. It does not
despise quality, but quantity is the most important of considerations’.

The second kind of regulation would be an intensification of membership sup-
port, which could possibly take different forms, e.g. increased participation,
greater discipline, or greater economic contributions.

An analysis of political parties’ reactions to disturbances is of course a vast sub-
ject; in this paper it is my intention to look only ai the response of the Danish
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Social Democratic party in connection with membership support during the 1920s
and 1930s. But before carrying out this analysis, I shall describe in some detail the
development of support for the Danish Social Democratic party in this period.

3. The Development of Voting and Membership Support

When making a quantitative analysis of the development of voting support for the
Danish Social Democratic party 1924-39, it is necessary to operationalize the
term ‘voting support’.

The commonest measures of voting support for a political party at elections to
the Folketing are the number of votes for the party and voting turnout for the
party in percent of all votes cast. The voting support for the Social Democratic
party is shown in Table .25

Table 1. Voting Support for the Social Democratic Party 1924-39 in Number of Votes
and Per Cent of the Votes Cast

Number Percent of the
Year of votes votes cast
1924 469,949 36.6
1926 497,106 37.2
1929 503,191 41.8
1932 660,830 42.7
1935 759,102 46.1
1939 729,619 42.9

The time sequence of this table shows how the progress in voting support for
the party was unbroken until the election to the Folketing in 1939 and how this
election stopped the development of the party towards an absolute majority of the
votes cast.

Another operationalization that may seem more appropriate in connection with
overt support for a political party from its environment would be voting strength,
which is the votes of the party in relation to the whole electorate. Fig. 1 shows the
party’s voting strength.2é

When the number of Social Democratic votes is compared in this way with the
whole electorate, the defeat at the election of 1939 seems to be greater than when
the number of votes or percentage of the votes cast is used. When the figures are
presented as in Table I, the result of the 1939 clection seems to be only a small loss
and a check to the party progress, since the Social Democratic party at this time
had almost 70,000 more votes and a slightly higher voting turnout than in 1932.
When looking at the voting strength in Fig. 1, however, the Social Democratic
party seems to end up at the level of the 1929 election or, perhaps, at a level be-
tween the elections of 1929 and 1932. After the party’s failure in the election of
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Figwre 1. Voting Support for the Social Democratic Party 192439 in Voting Strength

1945 it remained at the same level throughout most of the post-war period; only
the election in 1960 gave the party a voting strength that reached 0.360.27

The election to the Folketing in 1926 also looks somewhat different when stated
in terms of voting strength. After its first period in power, 1924-26, the party
made progress in absolute figures as well as in the percent of votes cast, but never-
theless it lost two seats. Even though this loss might be explained by the effect of
the election law — the Agrarian Liberals were overrepresented, and the Social
Democrats, among others, were underrepresented when compared with a com-
pletely proportional representation — it can be seen from Fig. 1 that the Social
Democratic party’s voting strength decreased because an increase in the number
of votes of 27,000 could not make up for the increase of the electorate during
the period 1924-26. Thus there is good reason to maintain that the Folketing
election of 1926 means a check to the until then uninterrupted progress of the
Social Democratic party.

Although it can be hypothesized that the voting support of a political party to
a limited extent expresses the voters’ acceptance of and support for the policies of
the party, this acceptance and support are more concrete as far as membership
support is concerned. Membership of a party requires a regular, personal reflec-
tion and confirmation by payment of subscription fees several times a year. There-
fore membership support can be considered as a kind of support that involves a
higher degree of identification with the party.

The commonest way of presenting membership support for political parties is
either the number of members or the number of members as a percentage of the
number of votes for the party (the membership ratio). These numbers were also
used by the Social Democratic party as a measure of the development and strength
of the party organization. The membership support for the Social Democratic
party is shown in Table II.
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Table If. The Membership Support for the Social Democratic Party 1924=39, in Number of
Members and Membership Ratio®™

Number of Membership
Year members ratio (96)
1924 143,203 30.5
1925 146,258 31.1
1926 144,346 23.0
1927 148,138 298
1928 148,786 299
1929 162,859 275
1930 171,073 288
1931 173,890 29,3
1932 179,579 27.2
1933 190,070 28.8
1934 191,995 291
1935 195,142 257
1936 191,424 25.2
1937 199,283 263
1938 198,836 26.2
1939 206,995 28.4

Throughout the period examined the number of members increased. Especially
from 1929 on the number of members increased, the heaviest increase taking place
during the years 1929-33. The decrease in 1936 was probably due to the rise in
the subscription fee, but generally the number of members increased only slightly
after 1933,

The membership ratio indicates that every third or fourth Social Democratic
voter was a party member in this period; however, a falling tendency can be
traced. The progress in the number of Social Democratic votes (up to and including
1935) involves a falling membership ratio in the election years (apart from 1939),
and the increase in the number of members between the elections could not make
up for this, The Social Democratic party could not organize the new voters to the
same extent as previously; this might indicate that these new voters belonged to
categories of the population who would vote for the party but would not support
the party more strongly by becoming members.

When membership support is viewed as one of the means by which the citizens
in their political role can give overt support to a political party, these methods of
presentation are, however, not the most appropriate. The absolute number of
members may in itself be interesting, but it becomes important only when it is
related to all citizens in their political role: the electorate. In Fig. 2 the Social
Democratic membership strength is shown as the number of members in propor-
tion to the whole electorate.?®

In this figure it is seen that after the decrease in 1926 the Social Democratic
membership strength increased up to the middle of the 1930s, and then it became
stable; however, for the whole period there is an increase of from 0.087 to 0.096,
i.e. almost every tenth of all electors gave the Social Democratic party this
kind of overt support.
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Figure 2. Membership Support for the Social Democratic Party 1924-39 in Membership
Strengrh

It is only to be expected that the membership strength decreases in the election
years, because in these years the number of members is related to the increased
electorate, whereas between the elections the number of members is related to the
electorate registered at the previous election. The only exception to this is 1929,
with the greatest increase in the absolute number of members of the period exam-
ined — approximately 14,000 additional members. This increase in membership
support was so considerable that it even made up for the increase in the electorate
that year.

If only the election years are considered, it can be seen that the membership
strength decreased from 1924 to 1926 and then increased from one election year
to another, but only insignificantly so from 1932 to 1939.

Membership support for the Social Democratic party during the period exam-
ined reached its height in 1933 and 1934, and the party could not reach this level
of strength after the election of 1933.

4. Regulation of Membership Support as a Response to Disturbances

The events that might threaten the progress of the Social Democratic party can
be categorized as follows: (1) events in the party itself (the parapolitical system);
(2) events in the surrounding political system; (3) events in the intrasocietal en-
vironment of the political system; and (4) events in the extrasocietal environment
of the political system.

For a systems analytical approach these categories are logically exhaustive;
however, only a few events within each category will be treated in connection
with the description of the periods during which the Social Democratic progress
may be said to have been threatened, It is not my intention in this paper to give
a complete description of the party's responses to these disturbances. The descrip-
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tion will be concentrated on the Social Democratic party’s character as a political
mass party, and therefore only the party’s attempts at regulating its membership
support will be examined.

Concerning the party itself, its solidarity and the unity of the party congresses
were emphasized repeatedly. Even if it is characteristic for any party to convey
such a unity as long as possible, there has not, after the break-away of the youth
section in 1919 and during the authoritative leadership of Stauning, been any such
serious breaches of the party solidarity that could threaten the progress of the
party.*®

During the period studied there were, however, two incidents during which the
Social Democratic progress was threatened by disturbances from the party’s en-
vironment.

At the 1926 election to the Folketing there was a decrease in voting strength and
number of seats obtained, even if the absolute figures increased. Before the election
there was, within the party, great optimism and contidence in an enormous vic-
tory. In the light of this, the election result was a disappointment, and the question
was raised within the party of whether the Social Democratic progress had been
stopped.®!

Already the previous year the municipal elections had been disappointing for
the Social Democrats, and the disturbances that the party found significant in this
interruption of its progress can be traced back to the years before 1926 — partly
to the Danish political system, where the Social Democratic minority government
was unable to pass its bills and where in 1925 there were troubles on the labor
market and discord among the trade unions, and parily to the intrasocietal en-
vironment, where the economic system was afflicted with an exchange crisis, de-
flation, and great unemployment.?2

With its great victory at the Folketing election of 1929, the Social Democratic
party resumed its previous line of progress and thereby ended the first period of
disturbances that might threaten the progress of the party.

During the early thirties the Social Democratic party and its constant progress
were, however, again exposed to disturbances from the environment.

Even though it was in power, the Social Democratic party progressed at the
1932 election to the Folketing, and, even if this progress could not be compared
with that of 1929, neither absolutely nor relatively, the 1932 election cannot be in-
terpreted as a break in the party progress. There were, however, other events in
the party’s environment that might involve disturbances.

Thus, the Communists’ increase at the polls and gain of two seats in the 1932
election changed the Danish political system in a way that might influence the
expansion of the Social Democratic party. Since this competing working-class
party had had an unimportant and declining voting support at the elections
throughout the twenties and had several times been on the point of dissolution for
internal reasons, the Social Democratic party could previously almost ignore the
Communist party as a possible source of stress or disturbances.?* However, the
Communist progress in the 1932 election changed this situation, a change that must
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also be viewed in the light of the Danish political systems’ intra- and extra-societal
environment.

It is of special interest for the working class to see that the Communists are
now also represented in the Danish Parliament. For our foreign fellow-men
this is no news, and the terrible crisis and long-lasting unemployment period
in connection with a consistently mendacious and dirty campaign among the
unemployed have now opened the gates of Parliament to these splitting men
of the working class.?*

The economic crisis of those years was evidenced by, among other things, the
highest unemployment figures ever seen in Denmark.? In a situation of Social
Democratic government participation and its ensuing share of responsibility for
the economic policy, such circumstances might be disturbing for the Social Demo-
cratic party and its continued progress. Added to this were the events of the extra-
societal environment. Especially the developments in Germany 1932-33 in con-
nection with the appearance of and seizure of power by Nazism and the dissolu-
tion of the German Social Democratic party in June 1933 could, by the Danish
Social Democratic party, be considered as a disturbance, even as a threat, to the
persistence of the party.3®

The Danish Social Democratic party saw the split in the German working class
between Social Democrats and Communists as a contributory cause of the progress
and seizure of power of Nazism.?” Even if Danish conditions were in many ways
different from the German, the Communist progress in 1932 in connection with
the bad economic situation might be the start of suppression of the Danish labor
movement, just as the labor movement in other parts of Europe had been sup-
pressed.?®

The Social Democratic success at the 1935 election to the Folketing and the fact
that the coalition government of Social Democrats and Radical Liberals got the
majority in the Landsting (the Upper House) the next year showed that the Social
Democratic party was able to continue its line of progress, but it is questionable
whether the second period of disturbances to the party progress can be said to be
terminated by this. The Communists also had an increase. “They are still an un-
important sect, however, at the same time the seeds of disunion, which out of con-
sideration for the unity and further advance of the labour movement must be
oppressed by all available means’.*®

And the election of 1939 showed that the Social Democratic party could no
longer continue its line of progress; the party suffered considerable losses both jn
absolute votes and in the number of seats and voting strength, whereas both the
Communists and Nazis made progress.

In an investigation of the Social Democratic response to disturbances that might
stop or threaten the party progress, it is, however, more interesting to know when
the disturbances set in than to know when they stopped. I shall therefore in-
vestigate the Social Democratic party’s behavior in connection with its attempts at
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regulating membership support in the years after 1926 and 1932. Only these in-
ternal outputs will be wreated and not the party’s attempts at changing the en-
vironment by external outputs.4©

Even though it is impossible to demonstrate any unambiguous interrelation be-
tween the economic trends and membership support to political parties,* it seems
to be clear that in the Danish Social Democratic party it became more difficult to
keep the old members and win new ones in times of economic difficulties and great
unemployment.** But by improving the agitation, the Social Democrats thought
they could meet such disturbances and thus maintain and increase membership
support.

The organizing work was performed in the usual manner in the years around
1924, but the following years witnessed several new initiatives. Already in April
1926 the central board of the party discussed the agitation and organizing work,
and it was decided to request all the party’s branches and constituency organiza-
tions to agitate forcibly for the party. Even though such requests were common in
the party, it is notable that this request was followed up during the summer by
several agitation conferences for the local leaders of the party all over the coun-
try. ‘The aim of these meetings was to discuss the agitation and organizing work
among the local leaders, partly in order that the participants could exchange ex-
periences and partly in order to create a still more solid cooperation between the
headquarters of the party and the local leaders. The representatives of the central
board especially advocated the creation of agitator corps in all branches and the
introduction of a real house-to-house canvassing both in the cities and in the
country during the autumn of 1926’.4® For the first time in the party’s history a
country-wide canvassing was planned to enroll new members.

After the election of December 1926 and after the year 1926 had shown a de-
crease in the party’s membership support — the planned canvassing came to noth-
ing because of the electoral campaign — the central board appointed a committee
on March 13, 1927, whose task it was ‘to discuss organizing and agitation
work and make a description of the practices that had proved useful till now
and of possible new methods that could be regarded as recommendable. This
description should give the boards of the more than 1000 branches of the
party a complete survey of the duties of a branch both during election campaigns
and between the elections and of the means by which these duties can be
performed’.

The report of the committee** was presented and discussed at the Social Demo-
cratic Party Congress in 1927, The Congress’s unanimous adoption of the resolu-
tion on the party’s organization and agitation can be seen as the party’s response
to the mentioned disturbances with a view to regulating membership support. This
resolution approved the submitted report as the basis of the organizing work and
underlined that a powerful agitation was necessary to strengthen the party orga-
nizations further and to attract the strength necessary for the forthcoming elec-
tion. The central part of the resolution reads as follows: the Congress decides ‘to
request the local branches to establish the best and greatest possible agitator corps
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in all branches, both for distribution of pamphlets and for house-to-house canvas-
sing; to order all branches before the end of the year to endeavour to carry through
a house-to-house canvassing in order to create a more reasonable proportion be-
tween the number of members and number of voters and by that strengthen the
party with a view to the forthcoming important campaigns . ..

With a view to the necessity of agitation, the report concluded that much re-
mained to be done to create a really strong political organization for the party,
and it made this concrete by setting as a goal the enrollment of 50,000 more
members during the years 1927-31. Thus, it is clear that the party’s response to
the disturbances in its environment consisted of an attempt to extend membership
support. The report, however, also mentioned the importance of more substantial
club activities, where meetings and lectures could be the natural basis for informa-
tion and training. This might be a goal in itself, but at the same time it served to
make party membership more attractive. The profound engagement of the mem-
bers in the inner life of the party was not stressed in 1927, when the focus was on
the extension of membership support.

Concerning the agitator corps, the report said that the party committees in the
branches would try to make as many members as possible help them, and thus
there was no intention generally to create permanent organs with their own in-
dependent structure, division of labor, etc. The agitator corps had to be directed
outward and were to enroll as many new members as possible.

Throughout the years 1927-28 the local groups were reorganized, and the
number of members remained stable. Not until 1929 did a real increase in the
number of members take place. Even though the goal of 50,000 new members
and a total of 200,000 had not been reached at the Congress in 1931, the endeavors
of the party to extend the membership support succeeded to the extent that during
the period 1927-31 the number of members increased by 26,700 which was the
greatest step forward since 1915-19,

As stated in Section 3, the number of members and the membership strength in-
creased heavily until 1934, But at the same time the number of voters and the
voting strength increased even more heavily, as is shown by a tendency towards
a falling membership ratio. This meant that the input of resources provided by the
party members to be used for activities such as information, agitation, and cam-
paigning was directed towards a voter corps that was growing faster than the
membership corps. If the party leadership should want to use a regulation of the
party membership as a response to the disturbances in the environment of the
party after 1932, the situation invited to some new methods.

Already in 1932-33 the party reacted to the Communist progress at the elec-
tion of 1932, In the annual report it was said that the Communist progress should
not be surprising ‘in a period when the conditions of hundred-thousands of people
are poorer than any time after the war . .. Possibilities will still be favourable for
Communist agitation as long as conditions are not bettered, but everything must
be done to counteract this agitation and obstruct the disruption which it involves
for the Danish labour movement’.4
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It was said about the means that ‘it is primarily a question of activating the
members. The goal must be to make them really participate, take an active interest
in the movement they are affiliated. Today the possession of a party card is not
enough. Now, the goal is not passive support, but active participation by all mem-
bers’.47

The developments in Germany also produced the need for something new in the
Social Democratic party: a more active attitude on the part of the members and
greater efficiency in the organizing work.

The agitator corps that the Party Congress of 1927 had recommended the estab-
lishment of had been given the task partly to distribute pamphlets during cam-
paigns, arrange election office, etc. and partly, by a persistent and systematic agita-
tion, to recruit members to the local organizations and subscribers to the Social
Democratic press.

However, these agitator corps consisted only of the most energetic, and perhaps
especially the young, members who — when they were appealed to — were wil-
ling to devote some evenings or Sundays to the sake of the party. Even if experi-
ence showed that a lot could be done by these agitator corps, their activity was, as
mentioned, first and foremost designed to extend membership support. In the early
1930s the Social Democratic party began, however, to a wider extent to deal with
the ‘inner life’ of the party, because the former perception of the very limited
duties of the organizations was on the wane,

On the average there were in each branch six or seven events every year —
members’ meetings, general assemblies, celebrations, etc. — but only a very few of
the members were really active., Most just paid their subscription and, as a rare
exception, participated in the events. “The proper core of the party: members of
the committees, agitators, participators in the general assemblies is a small fraction.
Both in the Capital and in the country there are complaints of the lacking activity
among the members and the need for agitators. The crucial question is thus still to
increase the number of members but at the same time to increase the active par-
ticipation of these members’.*®

The above-mentioned disturbances in the party's environment were also part of
the background why the party congress of 1935 took up the whole Social Demo-
cratic labor movement’s agitation and propaganda methods for a thorough and
critical examination, with a view to a reorganization.

In the opinion of the appointed congress committee it was now quite wrong to
believe that the Danish Communists could be ignored or smothered: ‘It is in the
long run dangerous for us to remain passive to their exploitation of and refinedly
planned speculation among the non-organized, the people dissatisfied with their
work, the unemployed, the young people, and the students’ . *®

The Communists and the youth organization of the Conservatives are men-
tioned by the committee as the two ‘main enemies’ in the cities, whose activities
and aggressive policy had been increasing during the years up to 1936. In 1935
the Nazis were still in their first stage and might seem harmless, but, taught by the
fact that the German Social Democratic party had probably begun taking MNazism
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seriously too late, the congress committee also took this party in consideration as
a possible source of disturbances.>°

Thus, in the carly 1930s there were disturbances from two sides to the Social
Democratic party and its continued progress, and the result of the discussions was
that ‘the congress committee recommends that the party and the trade unions co-
operate in order to create an institution which shall have as its main task fo or-
ganize the campaign against Nazism and Communism in Denmark. The work has
also been performed previously, but not so systematically and not to the extent to
which our opponents now force us to perform it’.5!

This was to be done by, among other things, a reorganization of the party’s
agitator corps with a view to increasing the number of really active collaborators
in the branches. The committee proposed that the anti-Communist and anti-Nazi
work should be done in the organizations of the party and of the trade unions by
a renewal of the methods of agitation and by an enlargement of the substance of
this agitation.

The party congress decided to go through with this plan,** and on September 2,
19335, a joint meeting of the executive committees of the Danish Council of Trade
Unions, The Workers Joint Organization in Copenhagen, and the Social Demo-
cratic Union decided to establish the H.I.LP.A. (Hovedorganisationernes Informa-
tions- og Propagandaafdeling, The Information and Propaganda Service of the
Main Organizations) whose duties, according to the proposal of the congress com-
mittee, were ‘(1) to collect, edit and distribute anti-Nazi and anti-Communist
material, (2) to be consultative as to the propaganda of the organizations, (3) to
train agitators, arrange courses and briefing conferences, (4) to cooperate with
trade unions, branches, youth sections, and especially with the trade union clubs
and the party’s agitator corps, (5) to carry through a reorganization of the
party’s agitator corps’.5?

Point 5 resulted in the proposal to establish active groups:

The aim of these active groups is to find an outlet for that need of a con-
tinuous activity which is felt by thousands of the party members, and to find
such an outlet for this need that will serve the progress of the party and be-
come a pleasure for the individual member. We expect that these working
methods — which really are not new, but only represent a more efficient
utilization of old and well-tried forms — will be taken up in every branch
and that this may lead to a good result for the Social Democratic labour
movement,>*

Whereas the existing agitator corps had been used only at the annual canvassing
campaign, during election campaigns, etc., the active groups were to be perma-
nently working organs, consisting only of members who really were able and wil-
ling to perform an especially active and organized task and who were available in
every respect and at any time: ‘There are made heavy demands on the members
of the active group; therefore it must nof be a mass organization; it has to consist
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of an elite that is ready unreservedly and at any time to go through fire and water
for the Social Democratic Party. Thereby admission becomes a recognition and
membership a point of honour for the party’s great staff of active fellow com-
batants’ 55

The active group of each branch was to have its own management and ad-
ministration but should in other respects be a subsidiary and serving organ in rela-
tion to the party. Its members were under an obligation to appear at the regular
group meetings, and they could specialize according to an internal division of
labor. At all great agitation campaigns all members of the group should be avail-
able, and they were to constitute the permanent staff of agitators of the Social
Demeocratic party.

Without examining more closely the working methods of the active groups, it
can already be seen from this description that the party’s response to the disturb-
ances during the years after 1932 was of a different nature than in the 1920s,
Whereas in the twenties its endeavors were aimed at what is here called extending
the membership support, the party tried in the thirties to combine this with an
intensification of the membership support, since by the establishment of special
organs the party tried to engage and activate some of the members to a greater
extent than ever before. Whereas in the twenties the party tried to secure its con-
tinued progress by procuring more resources (by extending membership support),
it sought in the thirties to secure the progress by opposing the disturbances in its
environment by means of a more effective exploitation of the resources available
(by intensification of membership support).

Whereas the establishment of the active groups was an expression of a more
intensive use of the personal resources, the decision of the party congress in 1935
to increase the subscription fee can be seen as an attempt at creating a greater use
of the economic resources that the membership support represented for the party.

The extension is, as mentioned, in accordance with Duverger’s characteristic of
the activities in the local party organizations of a mass party. The intensification
of membership support in connection with the establishment of active groups, on
the other hand, is at several points equivalent to the Communist party’s organizing
of members in cells. Unlike the cell, the active group was organized within the
party organizations and not at the places of work, but, like the cells, there was a
limited admission by selection to the active group, whose duties were of a perma-
nent character and at a very high activity level.5® Just like Duverger stresses, ‘the
choice of the cell as the basis of organization entails a profound change in the very
concept of a political party. Instead of a body intended for the winning of votes,
for grouping the representatives, and for maintaining contact between them and
their electors, the political party becomes an instrument of agitation, of propa-
ganda, of discipline, and, if necessary, of clandestine action . . .’,5” so were the ac-
tive groups organized in order to be instruments of agitation, propaganda, and
discipline, but, however, hardly to be an underground movement!

Because the establishment of H.I.P.A. and the active groups can be seen as the
party’s response to the threat against the party progress that certain parties,
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especially the Communists but also the Nazis, represented, it is interesting to note
that this response can be characterized as a structural differentiation involving
‘selective tendencies’ in a mass party.

Even though Duverger may be right that no other party succeeded in copying
the cell structure, since only the Communist party uses the cell as a basic element,®
the Danish Social Democratic response of intensifying membership support by
means of active groups may to a certain extent be said to express a ‘contagion’ of
the more efficient organization forms that the opponents of the Social Democratic
party used in the 1930s.

What effect this reorganization had on the membership support and voting sup-
port of the Social Democratic party is another question, which may be hard to
answer. At any rate, it was not sufficiently effective. The active groups, which
especially made progress in the cities, where the party’s membership support al-
ready was big, did not succeed in increasing the membership support of the party.
On the contrary, the membership support was generally stagnant towards the end
of the 1930s, and progress was made only in districts with small membership sup-
port, so that the existing differences were equalized. In 1939 there were only 117
active groups and 212 permanent agitator corps — thus the reorganization had
been effective only in approximately one fourth of the branches.

At the election to the Folketing in 1939, when the Social Democratic progress
came to a standstill, both the Communists and the Nazis made progress among the
voters, and both parties obtained representation in the Folketing, with three seats.

But, as has been mentioned,®® it cannot be told how the situation would have
been without these active groups.

5. Conclusion

The overt support for the Social Democratic party during the period examined was
an expression of support for a party that demanded decisive changes in the estab-
lished allocation of values for the Danish society but which accomplished this by
making reformatory and pragmatic demands and by giving support to the Danish
political community and to the basic values and norms of the regime.

Since 1924 the Social Democratic party had been the largest political party in
Denmark. Within the party it was generally believed and expected that it
would win the absolute majority and hence the political power, because it
thought of itself as quite an exceptional party that was the only representative of
the victorious labor movement and which would therefore continuously be pro-
gressing at the elections to the Folketing. However, the progress was stopped —
temporarily in 1926 and permanently in 1939.

During the period examined the leaders of the party strongly underlined the
importance of the political organization and the greatest possible membership
support in connection with the supply of personal and economic resources for the

party.
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In this paper I have made no attempt to demonstrate a direct, causal correla-
tion between voting support and membership support. It has, however, been deci-
sive for the central problems of this investigation that within the party the leaders
presupposed such a direct correlation and considered membership support to be a
possible regulator when the party’s progress was threatened. In the years after
1926 the party thus attempted to extend and, after 1932, also to intensify the
membership support as a response to disturbances in its environment.

As can be seen, this presentation of the overt support for the Social Democratic
party has in several respects had a limited aim. At this point I shall make a few
concluding remarks about the used systems analytical approach and its conse-
quences. As a whole, it can be said to have been appropriate. On the one hand, it
has probably involved a certain isolation of this discussion of the Social Demo-
cratic party as compared with the general party research, whose results have been
applied only to a limited extent. On the other hand, it must be said to be important
in that, by concentrating on the party’s relations to its environment, the analytical
framework and the persistence view — in a modified form, however — have
proved useful by focusing attention on the continued progress of the Social Demo-
cratic party, the expansion of voting support, and the party’s use of membership
support as a regulating device in connection with disturbances in its environment.
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