
Danish trade unionism 
1870-1940

Work, workshop & society

KNUD KNUDSEN



Danish trade unionism 1870-1940
Work, workshop & society
By Knud Knudsen

1st Edition

© Aalborg University Press, 2021

No. 15 in the series: Studies in History, Archives and Cultural Heritage

Series Editors:
Lars Andersen, Associate Professor Department of Politics and Society, Aalborg University
Bente Jensen, Archivist at Aalborg City Archive
Johan Heinsen, Associate Professor Department of Politics and Society, Aalborg University
Michael Riber Jørgensen, Thisted Museum

Cover and Interior Design: Omedia Grafisk / Allan Hartmann Johansen
Photo on Front Cover: Construction workers with tools 1890-1920
ISBN: 978-87-7210-736-3
ISSN: 2246-2023

Printed by Toptryk Grafisk ApS, 2021

Published by Aalborg University Press | forlag.aau.dk

The book is funded by VELUX FONDEN

3Fs medie- og kulturfond 

Department of Culture & Learning, Aalborg University

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any form 
or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including 
photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in 
writing from the publishers, except for reviews and short excerpts in scholarly publications.



CONTENTS

Preface	 .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 7
Introduction: A study of Danish trade unionism 1870-1940. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 9

1	� Danish trade unions 1870-1940.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 25 
– society, work and organizational structures

2�	� Danish trade unions, Scandinavia and Europe . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 61 
3�	� Trade unions and skill. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 95
4�	� Agitation and ideology.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 129
5	� Strikes and labour conflicts. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 159
6�	� Trade unions and politics .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 189
7�	� Seamstresses – women’s work and identities .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 225
8�	� Unskilled workers – work and organization.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 253
9�	� Conclusions.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 287

Statistical tables.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 294
Table 1:	� Industrial enterprises and employment 1897-1935.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 294

	 Table 2: 	 Workers in crafts and industry and level of organization 1897-1935.. . . . . . . 	 295

	 Table 3: 	� Collective agreements in Denmark, 1915 and 1928, by scope of coverage .	 295

	 Table 4: 	 Industrial disputes in Denmark, numbers and size 1897-1938 . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 296

	 Table 5: 	 Ratios of unskilled and female hourly earnings, Denmark 1914-40 .. . . . . . . 	 297

	 Table 6: 	 Hourly wages 1919-1939. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 298

	 Table 7: 	� Membership in Danish Trade Unions and Employer Associations,  
1899-1940 .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 299

	 Table 8: 	� Membership of Trade Unions affiliated to the  
Danish Federation of Trade Unions, December 1936 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 300

Bibliography and sources .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 302
List of illustrations .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 313
Index .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 	 314





7

PREFACE
This work is largely based on my book from 2011, Dansk fagbevæ-
gelses historie frem til 1950 – fra arbejdets perspektiv (The history of 
Danish trade unionism – from the perspective of work). In contrast 
to the Danish publication, the present book is thematically orga-
nized and not a chronological account. I have focused on the main 
trends of Danish trade unionism and sought to discuss important 
issues in the history of Danish trade unions before the Second World 
War in a broader historiographical context. Inevitably, there will be 
repetitions of issues and occurrences, hopefully not so much for it 
to be tedious. The manuscript was completed in 2017. I would like 
to express my thanks to the anonymous peer reviewer who accepted 
the task. Also thanks to Gerd Callesen, former librarian at the Dan-
ish Archive of the Labour Movement, who read and commented on 
the manuscript; and thanks to Stephen Parsons who accepted the 
cumbersome task of polishing the prose and made some useful sug-
gestions too. Also thanks to my former employer, the Department of 
Culture and Global Studies at the University of Aalborg for funding 
the proofreading of the manuscript.
I am very grateful for the economic contributions of 3F´s Medie- og 
kulturfond and Velux Fonden.




