


Small is Good
Business and Morality among Danish Shopkeepers

Global markets are increasingly dominated by large corporate firms. The Danish 
economy has followed the same trends, with large corporate firms dominating a 
growing number of sectors. Small, independent businesses can try to oppose these 
trends and risk being swallowed up or outcompeted, or they can aim to become 
larger themselves. In a neoliberal market economy, small, independent businesses 
represent an alternative to the domination of large corporate enterprises. Based on 
12 months of ethnographic fieldwork in Aarhus, the second largest city in Denmark, 
this book investigates business owners who have taken a stand against current 
trends. It explores the lives and social values of resilient, independent business 
owners for whom opposition to corporate capitalism is a key element of identity. 

Focusing on family and labour relations, Anne-Erita Berta documents forms 
of succession and problems related to succession, divisions of labour and family 
involvement in the firm, views and values concerning work, moral and economic 
values, structures of ownership and management, and the role played by ideas of 
justice and equality in creating a conformist state with conformist citizens. The 
values and moral economic actions of family business owners reveal a combination 
of the principled rejection of growth with an intimate ethical business strategy. Berta 
shows that these entrepreneurs are determined to maintain control over their 
businesses. Their primary motivation is the self-actualization they experience in 
direct contact with customers and by being involved in production. They are 
concerned to present themselves as business owners whose primary motivation is 
not profit or prestige, but the realization of values of community, modesty, and hard 
work. They act according to the ideas of their moral community. Owners organize 
their firms according to a shared morality and a philosophy that deviate from the 
norms of commodity markets. They aspire to create inalienable commodities within 
networks of meaningful economic exchange. Berta demonstrates how the 
determination not to grow beyond a manageable size and to act on the basis of 
values of justice, community, modesty, and hard work form a successful business 
strategy for shopkeepers who prize their independence. 



Halle Studies in the Anthropology of Eurasia

General Editors:

Volume 44





Bibliographic information published by the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Distribution:

https://doi.org/10.52038/978-3643-91409-5 
 
Made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4. license.



Contents

 List of Illustrations ix

 Acknowledgements xi

1 Introduction and Methodology 1

 Key Questions 4
 Methodology 6
 A New Start 12
 Interviews 13

16
 The Small Business Owners, an Introduction 18
 Beyond the Suffering Subject 26
 Point of View 27
 Structure of this Book 29

 Political Economy and Welfare State Capitalism 33 

 A Brief Economic History of Aarhus 33
 From Monarchy to Union of the Folk 34
 Welfare State Capitalism: The Development of the 
 Danish Welfare State  36

41
 The Meaning of Social Security 44
 Denmark in the World Economy 48
 Aarhus Business Life 51
 Conclusion 55

3 Moral Background 57

 Anthropology of Values 58
 Moral Anthropology 61
 Some Methods for Studying Values and Moralities 63 
 Values and Religion 65
 Moral in Danish 68
 The Meaning of Work 71
 Justice 75
 Community, Equity, and Sameness 77



vi ANNE-ERITA BERTA

 A Note on the Concept of Hygge 80
 Conclusion 82

4 Ikan: A Family Firm as an Economic and Moral Unit 85 

 Genealogies of a Firm: A History of Patriarchy 86
 Overcoming New Challenges 93
 Polly and Poul 98
 Rupture 102
 Conflicting Values 112
 Conclusion 119

5 Values over Skills: The Business of Doing Good 123 

 The Value of Values 126
 Creative Solutions to Bureaucratic Obstacles 134

 Conclusion 146

 Life-Mode  149

 Work and Labour 151
 Living: Embedded Work Relations 153
 Hard Work 160
 Hygge at Work 169
 Discussion and Conclusion: The Value of Work 172 

7 Motivations 175

 Modesty and Meaningful Relations 176
 The Moral Message 185
 The Strength of Community 192

197
 Conclusion 201

8 Making Small Firms Work 203

 Dichotomies 203
 Security and Control 206



 CONTENTS vii

 Atmosphere, Loyalty, and Meaningful Relationships 213 
 Inalienable Commodities 216
 Conclusion 219

9 Conclusion 221

 The Independent Business Owner 225

 Bibliography 233

 Index 259





List of Illustrations 

Maps

1 Map of Denmark 3

Plates

1 A large corporation: Bang & Olufsen 54
2 Dannelse 73
3 Ikan firm work clothes 95
4 Anniversary note 181

199
199

Figures

1 The Ikan family 87
2 Registered firms in the Ikan family 2015 104
3 Registered firms in the Ikan family 2017 106

Tables

1 Danish annual GNP growth 48
2 GNP per citizen 49
3 Daily work and household routines 160

Sources:

Map: Google map of Wintec City Campus Hamilton, https://www.google. 
com/maps/place/Danmark/@56.1549059,7.0557458,6z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5
!3m4!1s0x464b27b6ee945ffb:0x528743d0c3e092cd!8m2!3d56.26392!4d9.5
01785 (retrieved October 2018) 

Plates 1, 3, 4, 5, 6 were taken by author [2015-2016] 
Plate 2: Reproduced with permission by by Dansk skolemuseum (2017) 





Acknowledgements 

There are many to whom I owe debts of gratitude in relation to this book. 
First, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Steven Sampson for 
editing expertise and to Chris Hann, head of department and principal 
investigator of the ERC-funded REALEURASIA project of which my 
project formed part. Thank you for academic guidance, patience, immense 
flexibility, and for supporting me throughout. I would also like to thank Lale 

n-Heckmann, our project coordinator.  
I would like to express thanks to my colleagues in the department 

Resilience and Transformation in Eurasia
Laura Hornig, Sylvia Terpe, and Matthijs Krul in the REALEURASIA team 
for collegiality and support. Thank you also to Deborah Jones for comments, 
and to Brenda Black and Bettina Mann for assistance with translation. Anke 
Meyer and Berit Eckert helped enormously with various administrative tasks 
in the last stages. Together with Michaela Rittmeyer, Berit played a crucial 
role in turning the text into an actual book. At the Max Planck Institute, two 
individuals have been of special importance. Diana Vonnak and Giuseppe 
Tateo have stimulated me intellectually, socially, and anthropologically. 
More importantly, they have been my Halle family, with whom I shared an 
office as well as food, worries and dreams. They have gone out of their way 
to open their homes and hearts to me and my family and I shall forever be 
grateful to them both. Another important mentor along the way is Chris 
Gregory: a stimulating advisor and a friend, he was a continuous source of 
insightful comments, encouragement and support. I also drew inspiration 
from Monica Heintz, who shared her work and thoughts with me. 

In Aarhus, I cannot even try to list all those who helped me. I could 
not have written this book without the people who talked to me and invited 
me to take part in their work and lives. First and foremost are the business 
owners who shared their lives, aspirations, successes and failures with me. It 
is with humble appreciation that I dedicate this book to them in an attempt to 
repay some of my debt. The two families who opened their homes to me and 
incorporated me into their lives, deserve a special thank you for their trust, 
care, and attachment, though I shall not name them. Karen, Christian, Rikke, 
Carola, Bent, Iben, Anders, Marianne, Tine, Per, Klaus, Anne: thank you. 

I also want to thank my colleagues at Moesgaard Museum and the 
Department of Social Anthropology in Aarhus for stimulating conversations 
and friendship, especially Anders Emil Rasmussen, Natalie Forssman, 

in anthropology and my project; she also helped me to take my first steps 
into the field and provided a roof over my head. She and her family have 



xii ANNE-ERITA BERTA

helped me in so many ways, but most of all, she has been an invaluable 
friend and interlocutor throughout the gestation of this book. Ditte Maria D. 
Hiort was my first informant and she opened her home to me when I needed 
it the most.  

The Department of Social Anthropology at the University of Oslo 
included me in seminars and workshops and numerous colleagues helped me 
in various ways. Thank you Signe Howell for pushing me through this 

Eirik Bischoff Riis Anfinsen, Audun Bie and Theodoros Rakopoulos 
provided helpful comments on my text. Lena Gross got me started; Marianne 
Lien, Elisabeth Schober, Harald Beyer Broch and Keir Martin helped me to 
keep going.

Thank you to Alex Golub, Kate Lingley, and the boys for all the help 
in Hawaii.

Last but not least I need to thank my friends and family, above all my 
mother and sister for their support, encouragement, and understanding. 
Thank you to Wenche and Erik for support. And thank you to the most 
enduring, critical, supportive, encouraging, loving, adaptable, and under-
standing anthropologist, friend, husband, and co-parent Ola Gunhildrud 
Berta. Thank you for everything you have done to make my PhD become a 
reality. Thank you also to my son and field assistant, Edgar, for being the 
most patient, enduring, and adaptable child a mother could wish for, and to 
Ela for patience and presence. 



Chapter 1
Introduction and Methodology

In the introduction to the ERC-funded research group Realising Eurasia: 
Civilisation and Moral Economy in the 21st Century (REALEURASIA), of 
which this book is part, our research director, Chris Hann, wrote that the 

economy, religion, and kinship, the REALEURASIA project sought to 
address the issue of whether religion, or rather, the Protestant work ethic 
proposed by Max Weber in the early 20th century, has had, and still has, an 
influence on the moral economy of business owners and families in middle-
sized cities of seven different Eurasian countries (see Hann 2015, 2016 for 
discussion of Eurasia).1

In the introduction to Nordic Paths to Modernity

capitalist spirit in Denmark, and that Denmark was among the most modern 
countries of 12th century Europe. In 1947, the Norwegian historian Christen 
Jonassen (1947) argued for a Protestant ethic and a spirit of capitalism in 
Norway, as did the Norwegian anthropologist Marianne Gullestad in the late 
1990s (Gullestad 1996, 1997). According to Max Weber (2001 [1905]), the 
capitalist spirit was born out of the spirit of Christian asceticism and the idea 
of the calling, but long after Christian asceticism had been marginalized, the 
associated work ethic continued to exist.

Today, Danes generally consider themselves a secular society, such 
that one might think that the Protestant ethos of hard work had disappeared. 
However, whenever a foreign observer or Danish commentator criticises the 
Danes for being lazy because they work shorter hours and take long 
vacations or for complaining too much about stress, they encounter 
vehement objection from the Danish public. Thus, Denmark seems to be a

1 Besides Denmark, the individual case studies of the REALEURASIA project were carried 
out in Hungary, Russia, Turkey, Myanmar, China, India, and Germany, under the direction of 
Chris Hann at the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology.
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secular society. 

REALEURASIA project, other components deserve attention in the 
Scandinavian context. It is not my intention to assess whether Weber was 
correct in his thesis that Protestant asceticism was or not instrumental to the 
growth of capitalism. Instead, this project considers the everyday lives of a 
group of small business owners and their families in the Danish city of 
Aarhus. Specifically, it asks how the cultural values (highlighted in the 
Nordic ethnography) of homogeneity, justice, and secularism relate to 
perceived and enacted moral values within the business activities of small, 
independent firm owners. By reviewing the state of these cultural values, I 
present what I can consider the best case for showing how (Protestant) ethics 
and (capitalist) spirits interact in an advanced capitalist economy.

Inspired by the ideas of Max Weber and his thesis of the development 

PhD students who carried out fieldwork in different countries beginning in 
the late summer of 2015 (Polanyi 1944; Thompson 1963; Weber 2001 
[1905]). As one of the researchers in this group, my aim was to obtain access 
to and follow the daily rhythm in five to ten small-to-medium-sized Danish 
firms in various branches, all with direct relations to customers. According 
to the overall project, the firms should preferably be family firms, that is, 
firms owned and operated by one or several individuals who were related by 
either marriage or kinship. Some firms were generational firms, meaning 
that ownership had been passed from minimum one generation to the next. 

Denmark presented itself as a suitable location to study small 
businesses in Northern Europe for many reasons. It represents the protestant 
part of REALEURASIA with a state where Protestantism, historically, has 
been a central part of political life and the development of the social 
democratic welfare state. The country is now considered secular, but most 
Danes view themselves as cultural Christians (kulturkristne), meaning that 
they baptise their children and marry in church, but they do not practice 
religion in their everyday lives.

Moreover, Denmark is in many ways more European than the rest of 

more towards Europe than the other Nordic countries (via its longstanding 
EU and NATO memberships), it borders Germany by land, and is involved
with the European landmass to a larger extent than for example Norway or 
even Sweden. However, Denmark is also interesting as a small peninsular 
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country on the northern tip of the central European continent. It is composed 
of the Jutland peninsula, the two large Islands of Funen, and Zealand, the 
formerly Swedish island Bornholm and an additional 70 smaller populated 
islands. Greenland and the Faroe Islands form part of the Danish 
commonwealth. While Denmark is now a small, Scandinavian nation, it was 
also once a larger empire, having once ruled all of Norway, southern Sweden 
and Schleswig-Holstein, in addition to colonies such as the U.S. Virgin 
Islands. While Denmark has had a vibrant fishing industry and offshore oil 
exports, the Danish economy was traditionally based on agricultural export 
(pork and dairy products), shipping (Maersk) and is today a leader in 
windmill production, technology, and various business services. 

Map 1. Map of Denmark showing the field site of Aarhus.
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with approximately 350.000 inhabitants. Aarhus was an appealing field site 
because of its long history as a centre for commerce, and now a business 
centre serving the Jutland hinterland as well as national and international 
markets.

Key Questions

Prior to commencing the fieldwork, I produced several research questions as 
a guide for my work. I asked myself whether it was useful to argue for a 
(Protestant) work ethic and a moral economy among contemporary Danes. 
However, the common topics from REALEURASIA changed during the 
course of my work, and I ended up becoming more concerned with small 
business owners rather than with family firms. As the project developed, I 
discovered that the firms I studied were all niche firms whose owners 
expressed a sense of hostility toward large, corporate capitalism, most 
visibly the large retail chains selling food or household products. It struck 
me that these niche firms had many odds against them in an economy 
increasingly dominated by large corporate enterprises, but that they 
somehow managed. Similar businesses had either closed or been acquired by 
large corporations, but the business owners with whom I worked seemed 
confident that this would not happen to them. This inspired me to set out to 
answer the question: What motivates the small, independent business owners 
to persist in a seemingly difficult economic environment where international 
corporations increasingly dominate the business landscape and what 
strategies do they use to supply in this landscape? The businesses I studied 
all seem to represent success stories, and my thesis might have been different 
if I were dealing with businesses that had been forced to close down even 
though they shared the same ethic. I sought to explore the motivations and 
value orientations of these business owners. I found a network of community 
solidarity and a valuation of freedom, hard work, and frugality, values which
certainly resonate with the (Lutheran) Protestantism that developed in 
Denmark (Thorkildsen 2006; Jakobsen 2017). However, I would also find 
that the desire for control, particular control over everyday business routines, 
was just as much a driving force among these business owners. Moreover, I 
found that their desire for control, which has positive features when we talk 
about attention to detail, could also become an obstacle in their search for 
freedom (to control their own lives). Too much control also means that they 
lacked trust in anyone but themselves and immediate family. The 
combination of a motivation for self-employment, being your own boss 
combined with the aim not to grow and control all areas of the firm were 
important to their success as resilient, small business owners.
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Prior to undertaking fieldwork, I was initially inspired by British 

applicable. I discovered that the business owners shared a set of values that I 
could group together under the concept of morality. The morality of their 
business activities involved more than ideas of justice and fairness limited to 

encountered among the Aarhus business owners involved ideas and values 
concerning all aspects of their lives, both business related and personal. 
Morality contains ideas about right and wrong, and I therefore sought to 

and informal economy. However, in-depth knowledge about these issues 
generated sensitive data, which for ethical reasons (not wanting to harm my 
informants) has not received much attention in this thesis. 

With my emphasis on the total moral spectrum of life, economic and 
otherwise, I thus sought to map out the involvement of family members in 
business, and the division of labour and power between family members in 
the businesses. I focused especially on trying to discover whether there was a 
stronger sense of mutuality between family members with businesses than 
those in a purely wage-earning household (Gudeman 2009). My work was 
aided by many of the valuable insights of and conceptual frameworks 
developed by Scandinavian ethnographers. Egalitarianism is one such 
conceptual framework, which in the discourse of equality (lighed) is 
understood as sameness. As I discovered how the shopkeepers spoke and 
acted, it became relevant to focus on the role played by the presumption of 
homogeneity in Scandinavian business life. 

Initially, I was interested in the place of religion in a secular society, 
and its role in how people acted and thought about morality. In my data, 

everyday lives. Most of my informants were not concerned with religion or
religious issues. Nevertheless, they constantly emphasized doing what was 

morality and values as principal analytical categories of my research. The 
shopkeepers of Aarhus may have been economic agents, but they were also 
moral actors who judged themselves and others predominantly in terms of 
moral uprightness rather than economic success. 
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Methodology

The methodological pathway to answering these questions and concerns 
follows the method of ethnographic participant-observation developed and 
promoted by Bronislaw Malinowski in the early twentieth century 
(Malinowski 1935). Participant-observation requires the ethnographer to 
participate as much as possible in the daily lives of the people whose lives 
the researcher is studying. In a bounded rural community or village, the task 
and limits are clear-cut. If the ethnographer were studying labourers in an 
industrial plant, she would observe them both on the shop floor and then go 
home with them, eating and spending free time with them, laughing and 
crying with them (Murphy and Murphy 1985: 59).

Malinowski has been criticized for promoting an idealistic and 
unrealistic perspective on fieldwork that is not necessarily applicable in all 
fields of study, and certainly not in modern, urban Scandinavia, with its strict 
divisions between home, workplace and leisure pursuits. However, the core 
of ethnographic fieldwork, whereby the ethnographer seeks to understand 
the life-world of those she studies in the complete context of their situation, 
remains an essential objective of the ethnographic enterprise (Stoller 1989). 

search for interconnections between phenomena normally treated as 

25). Ethnographers also have the task of elaborating how people perceive the 

world as they think it should be. These representations act as mutually 
constituting discourses in the given community (Stoller 1989: 51).

Moreover, the ethnographer goes far beyond her own comfort zone to 
enable herself not only to observe what the locals experience, but to 
participate in their experiences and aim to, as far as possible, obtain a deeper 
understanding of these processes as a lived experience herself. The degree of 
success implied in this method varies, as it is difficult to escape from our 
own personal and ethnographic bias (Briggs 1970). Although we strive to 

researching the small business households in Aarhus, my type of 
participation consisted of accompanying people while they carried out such 
mundane activities as cooking, chatting, cycling, praying, picking up 
groceries, working (various tasks), just sitting quietly, or watching TV. 

should attempt to do them the same way my informants do them. I should try 
to pay attention to the details of the task as well as the context and 
interaction. This was not always possible in the given situation. Sometimes, 
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my interlocutors neglected to inform me where they were going and simply 
disappeared before I had the chance to invite myself to go along with them. 
On other occasions, the informant might have a purely personal errand or 
activity and did not want the ethnographer to join her (Stoller 1989).

Although my field site resembled my own native Norway (a country 
geographically close to Denmark with a language similar to Danish), I 

59). In other words, I continually tried to negate or question what I already 
thought I knew about Danish social norms and regulations. I tried to re-learn 
what I thought I knew about Danish values and customs in order to avoid a 

which the interlocutor ordinarily expects you to already know the answer
(Lien 2001). Although my native Norway in many ways resembles Denmark 
in its social, political and economic system (small, relatively homogenous, 
highly developed welfare states), I still had to learn the Danish language, 
norms, and practices just as carefully in Denmark as I would in a more 
exotic field site. I did not need to endeavour to ask the silly questions.
Nativeness is relative. Even when working with people of the same language 
and nationality as yourself, it does not necessarily make you native when the 
life you live as an aspiring academic differs greatly from the lives they live 
as small business owners (Lien 1997). I was certainly not Danish, and I was 
in no way native. 

My plan was to move to Aarhus and spend a full year in the world of 
the small business owners and their families, as well as their employees. 
Although there is a tendency in Scandinavian ethnography to accept and 
defend fieldwork even when the researcher does not dwell in the same site or 
neighbourhood as her informants, a more holistic approach is possible. 
While much good ethnography has come out of such fieldwork, where the 
ethnographer does not cut herself off from her own private, everyday life, I 

informants when she studied a workplace where the interlocutors only 
socialised during working hours. Although I agree that Lien certainly 

their workplace or workplace-related activities, much additional valuable 
data could have been collected had she also spent time with her interlocutors 
in their homes or in their free time. By looking beyond the workplace, she 
would have achieved a broader understanding of the complexity of the whole 
person, and this could certainly have benefitted her understanding of their 
roles and actions at work. When Gullestad made a conscious choice not to 
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dwell in the neighbourhood where her families lived but to instead follow 
the social network of her key informant, the result was a very solid 
ethnography. However, it would be wrong to dismiss the value of an 
approach where the researcher decides to move her own life and family into 

Ethnographers could and should always strive towards a holistic 
approach, even if we are interested only in specific aspects or areas of social 
life. Individuals are never only an employee, or only a business owner. In
order to fully understand the role or group whom we are studying, we need 
to have more information and more well-rounded insight into multiple areas 

acknowledging our limitations. We cannot always cover all the areas we 
want, but this should not lead us to dismiss the ethnographic project as a 

(2003) underscored.
In my view, one of the strengths of the anthropological approach lies 

in our concern for uncovering the dissonance between how people perceive 
the world and how they act in the world. We are concerned with the 
difference between what people say they do, and what they actually do: 
because it is in this dissonance that we find the reality of what we seek to 
learn (Geertz 1973). To discover and analyse how people experience reality 
we need to strive for an immersion into our field that is as complete as 
possible. Through listening, seeing, feeling, experiencing, and taking active 
part in the everyday life of our interlocutors, we have the opportunity to 
gather the widest range of information about their realities (Wikan 1992).

When I first arrived in Denmark, I had in the back of my mind the 

be Norwegian - in Denmark).2 In contrast to the Swedes, who are perceived 
by Danes as arrogant and rule-bound, and often subject to ridicule and put-
downs by Danes, Norway, which until 1814 was part of the Danish 

2011). With this awareness, I therefore arrived with a perception that it 
would be somewhat easy to be Norwegian in Denmark. My first encounter 
with Aarhus, however, made me feel anything but welcome. Coming from 
my academic institution in Halle, a small, German town where consumer and 
rental prices are relatively low, Aarhus was extremely expensive. A harbour 
town, Aarhus was cold, windy, and rainy. Aarhus was also home to a major 
university, and since Danish universities do not have dormitories, there was 
an acute shortage of inexpensive rental housing. For a foreigner without 

2 The slogan derives from a commercial first aired in 1989, trying to attract Norwegian 
tourists to Denmark.
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connections, it was almost impossible to find a reasonably-priced room or 
apartment. I had been warned beforehand that Aarhus was very expensive, 
and that housing was limited.3

room, I ended up in a bed and breakfast 12 kilometres outside the city. I had 
planned to move into a neighbourhood and get to know the neighbours and 
their daily lives. I had also planned to spend time in different firms and 
observe how people conducted their daily business activities. However, not 

taking an active part in all aspects of work and life of family firms, proved 
challenging to achieve.

The housing situation in Aarhus and the impossibility of finding 
accommodation took up much of my initial period of entry into the field. To 
make matters worse, my request to spend time with businesses was rejected 
by many of them. All this made initial encounter with Aarhus much like the 
initial meetings most anthropologists have described on entering the field 
(Wadel 1991). The feeling of being unwelcome, isolated, and left out was 
very much present, and it was not until October that I finally received a 

my first firm.4 It was an old family firm of fishmongers, and the store 
manager allowed me to stay and work every day for as long as I wanted and 

manager, and the employees. 
Here, a second challenge emerged. It turned out that Danes did not 

necessarily understand Norwegian (as I had hoped in the spirit of 
Scandinavian communication). Nor could they understand my attempts at
speaking Danish.5 My initial weeks of fieldwork were thus filled with 
misunderstandings and slow conversations until my Danish improved 
enough so that informants became more accustomed to my Oslo-Danish 
accent. 

3 In order to access available housing listings, I had to register on a website and pay just under 

in the hope that I was among the few lucky prospective tenants to be invited to a viewing. I 
started applying and searching in April 2015 and arrived in Aarhus in August. Despite 
sending in an endless number of rental applications, I was never invited to any viewings.
4 My friend and colleague with whom I shared a house outside the city had tipped me about 
the firm.
5 Some dialects of Norwegian, such as the old Bergen dialects on the west coast, are closer to 
Danish, while other dialects, such as the Oslo dialect that I speak, differ markedly from 
Danish in both vocabulary and phonetics. Also, the Jutland accent spoken in Aarhus differs 
from the standard Danish spoken in Copenhagen.
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I had planned my project as one of living together with a Danish 
family and taking part in their everyday lives. However, I was well aware 
that this might not be possible in a Scandinavian setting, as so many 
Scandinavian ethnographers had experienced before me; various colleagues 
had so warned me that this kind of intimacy might turn out to be impossible 

less than a month of spending every day in the fishmonger firm, Polly, who 
owned the firm together with her husband, invited me to live with her 
family, consisting of her husband Poul and their three children.6 I had posted 
a note for employees describing what I was doing in the firm. In the note, I 
also mentioned that I was interested in taking part in all parts of everyday 
life, also at home, and that I ideally would like to stay with a family. Polly 
told me that she had read the note, and that they had an extra room in their 
house, which I could have, free of charge. 

This stroke of good luck changed my whole plan for fieldwork. It 
gave me unique access to this firm and the family. Polly, Poul, and their 

and lives for me almost from day one. I quickly found my place in the 
family, somewhere between daughter, sister, and confidante, and I became 
involved in nearly all aspects of their lives. Polly and Poul made sure that I 
was always part of any activity, both those they did separately and those they 
did together; moreover, they always expected me to be present. One of 
several challenges with this very warm inclusion was writing field notes. If I 
tried to sneak away to my room in the evenings, only a few minutes would 
pass before someone knocked on my door and asked me to come downstairs 
to watch TV or hang out. If I wanted to visit employees outside of working 
hours, interview other, unrelated informants, or see friends privately, Polly 
and Poul would give me the impression that they were disappointed that I 
was not joining them in their activities. However, they happily drove me 
around and picked me up from these interview appointments.7

I had been living with Polly and her family for about two months 
when my husband first came to visit (he was living in Oslo, we had no 
children). It was the first day of Christmas, and the entire family was at 
home. It was one of the few days of the year when the fish shop was closed, 
and the whole family stayed home together for the entire day. Their 

this mystery man, but it was as if they did not fully believe that he existed 

6

7 The persistent feeling of disappointing them and not choosing to be with them on such 
occasions, might have been a constructed idea that existed only in my head, but nonetheless, I 
ended up spending 24 hours every day with them in their household for nearly my entire stay.
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before they had seen him with their own eyes. On this day after Christmas 
Eve, we all just sat and watched TV, the children played on their computers, 
and we all had our regular cereal breakfast at different times. In the hours 

candles in the rooms to create the famous Danish hygge, put on something 
else than our usual jogging suits, and prepared a festive meal with all the 
best our fridge had to offer.8

Waiting to feast on all this good food, when he finally arrived, we 
were all ecstatic. The children accosted him with questions and offered him 
homemade gifts. We all gathered around the table and sat there for the entire 
evening, eating, chatting, and having a good time. The event made me think 
about when I first arrived. The children had made small presents for me as 
well, and when they had gotten over their shyness, they asked many 
questions. The following day, we woke up to the unusual smell of warm 
bread rolls. I was a bit surprised that we were having warm bread rolls for 
breakfast. Bread rolls were something we usually saved for special guests. 
Again, the table was set with festive food, and instead of the customary 
instant coffee, Polly had brewed coffee in the coffee maker.

My family kept surprising me with their hospitality all through my 

mood was always bright and happy, we ate proper meals together three times 
a day, always with the best we had on hand, and Polly and Poul took special 
pains to ensure that the children behaved properly. They all acted as if my 
husband was a very special guest for his entire stay. Seeing the way our 
home environment changed with the presence of my husband made me 
realize that I was part of the family. As soon as my husband left, we returned 
to our regular routine, eating cold cereal for breakfast, each at different 
times, the children leaving the table early, with no specially prepared meals 
for lunch or dinner, and with family members talking and even arguing with 
each other in a more natural, at times impolite manner. I was part of the daily 
routine, and the family members did not restrain themselves in their 
behaviour around me. This realization was important for me in order to 
ensure that my role and involvement in the family was of a deeper character. 
I had not reflected upon all this until I saw the significant difference in the 
way they behaved around the guest.

8 Leverpostej 
fish, remoulade (sauce), and other fish products from the shop.
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A New Start

In February 2016, after having spent six months in Aarhus, I returned home 
to Norway to give birth to my first child. When I returned with my infant 
and husband four months later, I planned to focus my study on other 
enterprises and families. This meant starting fieldwork all over again, with 
new housing complications and new feelings of failing.

Returning to Aarhus, I was now more familiar with the city. But my 

focused on multiple businesses across the city (Marcus 1998). Some scholars 
have claimed that all urban fieldwork is multi-sited, in so far as there are no 
clear groups or boundaries, as would be the case in a small village (Gullestad 
1984: 49). People and objects constantly move between a variety of different 
places, social groups, and moral universes (Marcus 1998). I did not settle 
into a village. In fact, I ended up living in five different places in Aarhus, 
and only once did I feel even a little bit part of a neighbourhood. However, 
my fieldwork was also multi-sited because I moved between different 
environments. None of the firms I worked with belonged to the same local 
community, and they each operated within quite different branches, from 
fishmongering to a goldsmith to a bakery. As Marcus suggested, I followed 
the people, but I also followed the metaphor, given that the same moral 
worlds and value systems (as the metaphor) bound together my various 

Six different firms agreed to let me follow the rhythm of their business 

few weeks, I spent almost every day in his combined workshop/shop. I 
quickly branched out to spend one day per week in a yarn shop, and another 

my first time in Aarhus. I simply walked around the city and asked different 
shop owners if I could study them. I had the same explanatory letter with me 
that I had presented to Polly and Poul the year before. I eventually ended up 

bakery, a toy shop, and a jeweller where I spent one to two days per week. In 
each of these firms, I took part in their everyday routines and assisted in 
those work tasks where I could. I spoke with shop-owners, employees, and 
customers, joined lunch breaks, and took part in the occasional social event. 
Unlike my stay with the fishmonger family, I worked with these firms 
mainly during their opening hours, with the exception of some home visits 
and social events. 

While I visited these firms weekly and strived to take part in the 
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Sally whenever she was present in the shop. I followed her when she did her 
office work, made phone calls, travelled around to buy goods, and when she 
met people, a routine often accompanied or interrupted by coffee and 
cigarette breaks. In the bakery, I helped with various baking and sales tasks 
together with the employees, and accompanied everyone at their solitary 
lunch breaks. At the goldsmith, I sat at the unoccupied work desk and 
chatted with Julian the goldsmith all day long while he performed his craft 
work. Julian involved me by showing me what he did, and I assisted him 
where I could. He even allowed me to try out some elementary goldsmithing 
tasks. I was present in the shop when customers arrived, and the small size 
of the shop allowed me to interact with customers, asking questions and 

tasks, and I accompanied Lillian in her tasks, all the while conversing with 

In addition to the six firms, I travelled around the city and interviewed 
32 other firms as part of a common survey carried out by all the researchers 
in our REALEURASIA project. Although my main purpose in these visits 
was to collect data for our survey, I extended the interviews with additional 
questions and conversations relevant to my own project. Some of the 
business owners agreed to follow-up meetings, enabling me to conduct from 
two to nine follow-up interviews.

Interviews

It would be an exaggeration to call the conversations I had through the 

formality and distance that I as an ethnographer sought to minimise. 
Although I certainly tried to steer most of the conversations I had with the 
shop-owners and other interlocutors toward questions or themes that I had 
planned beforehand, I endeavoured to keep conversations casual. My success 
in doing so may be summarised by one business owner who asked me about 
halfway through fieldwork if I was ever going to ask her any (research-
related) questions. When I told her that she had already answered several of 

of them were guided by me through the follow-up questions I made 
throughout a conversation, or by a conversational topic that I had initiated. 
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Whereas she felt that we were just talking, I was constantly conscious of my 
goal and the questions I sought to answer.9

This incident touches on several methodological challenges. First, it 
illustrates the problem any ethnographer confronts in relation to informed 
consent. I had properly informed Lillian of the purpose of my presence, 
explaining that I was part of a research project and giving her a concise 
introduction to how anthropologists work. I explained participant-
observation and gave her a note that should keep her reminded of the 
purpose of my presence. My relationship with Lillian evolved in such a way 
that we got to know each other very well, and she stopped viewing me as a 

extremely difficult to explain to our interlocutors what it is we do. Lillian 
was a well-educated person, and unlike most, she was familiar with 
anthropology; nevertheless, she did not really grasp what I was doing or why 
I was there.

perform an interview with a list of questions and a notebook, in a formal 
interview style, I made a point of being present in their everyday lives. I took 
part by simply being there, helping with tasks, and having seemingly casual 
conversations. Discussing politics, religion, economy, money, wealth, 
health, family relations, personal motivations, life goals, and so forth seems 
natural when getting to know someone. That all these questions and topics 
were blended and merged with conversations about business-related tasks, 
cleaning or tidying up the shop, or whatever activity we were doing made 
the conversations relaxed and casual, and Lillian and other informants found 
our conversations to be indistinguishable from normal social interaction.

In situations where I asked questions, I sought to collect not only the 
verbal answers but to decipher how they replied. I paid attention to my 

1989). This entails confronting certain ethical challenges. Is it ethical that I 
learn about Lillian, and make judgements about her values and actions, in 

the subject of research? On certain occasions, especially when we touched 
on sensitive topics, I would remind the interlocutor that I was a researcher 
and that I might use their responses in a scientific publication, anonymised 

9 Her expectations around what it meant to be researched by someone did not fit with the 

noticed the fact that I had a list of topics and questions in my bag that I occasionally 
consulted, and she overlooked my note-taking throughout the day. Perhaps because she had 
gotten used to me withdrawing to write notes or thought that I was texting someone when I 
was making notes on my phone.
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of course. Sometimes the person would withdraw what she just said or hold 
back. However, my experience is that, often, it only took a few minutes, 
hours, or days before the individual had forgotten why I was there, and they 
would serve up the same sensitive information again. Ultimately, it becomes 
our responsibility as researchers to protect our informants against 
inadvertently exposing themselves.

I chose this methodological approach because it gives the closest 
access possible to contrived answers (Rivers 1912). We obtain a more 
holistic view into the perceptions and ideas of people without the constant 
awareness about research. I hope and believe that this method has generated 
honest responses from informants, even when we consider that there is 

their actions. Moreover, it is my job as an ethnographer to trace these 
discrepancies and make some kind of sense of them. Revealing such 
discrepancies may lead to ethical issues, especially if I discover something 
about their lives or businesses that my informants may not want to be 
described in my analysis (Besnier 2009: 19).

Another recurring question about ethnographic methods is the 
constant evaluation of veracity (Stewart 1998). How can we verify 
ethnographic material? Here, I find it useful to quote Marshall Sahlins:

No good ethnography is self-contained. Implicitly or explicitly, 
ethnography is an act of comparison. By virtue of comparison, 
ethnographic description becomes objective. Not in the naive 

becomes a universal understanding to the extent it brings to bear on 
the perception of any society the conceptions of all the others 
(Sahlins 2002).

Anthropology is first and foremost a comparative science, and the only way 
we can achieve veracity is by comparing different cases and assessing 
whether there is any consistency in our arguments. Sometimes that means 
comparing with similar groups in other parts of the world, other times it 
means sending another ethnographer to the exact same place and seeing 
whether they come up with the same findings. However, this brings us to the 
challenge of temporality and the fact that individuals and groups change. 
They change their behaviour, attitudes, and even values. Therefore, in the 
end, the reader must have confidence that the ethnographer has provided 
objective observations and real statements by real people, not fiction.

Another important aspect of veracity is transparency. If the 
ethnographer is open about the methods used to collect and analyse the data 
and how the conclusions have been drawn, the reader can make an informed
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decision as to whether or not the argument is convincing. This process and 
these limitations also necessitate the need for continuing reflexivity: the need 
for the researcher to reflect upon their biases, presumptions, ethnocentrism 
and to assess our own success in dealing with these challenges (Howell 
1997a: 9). Raymond Firth provides a useful example of the relevance of 
these issues. In his introduction to We, the Tikopia, he states that:

Dr. Rivers regarded the description of Tikopia custom in his book as 
of peculiar importance, and Oceanic scholars may wonder why I 
have made so little use of it in the following pages. On my travel 

convinced of the arid quality of his material, its superficiality, and 

work among the Todas, which demonstrated the prime importance of 
lengthy personal contact with the people, he was content to 
reproduce the material of a single informant, a foreigner, collected in 
a lingua franca, without the possibility of check by direct 
observation (Firth 1936: xviii).

As ethnographers, we should always work with the confidence that if 
someone should follow our exact path of study, that our material would 
remain, if not directly replicable, at least solid.

The next step in achieving veracity is to be open about how we 
understand emic and analytical concepts in the societies we study. One such 
area is how we understand the economic market in which my interlocutors 
act.

Market economy is recognised over large parts of the world, but no society 
depends solely on market principles (Polanyi 2005: 100). Polanyi defined 

by markets alone; order in the production and distribution of goods is 

and gift exchange also play important roles, even in those societies 
recognised as having a largely self-regulated market economy (Parry and 
Bloch 1989; Callon 1998b). The market principle implies an interaction 
between buyers and sellers, and this relationship presumably determines the 
prices of commodities and labour (Applbaum 2005: 275).

Denmark is known for its state-regulated capitalist economy, with a 
social democratic welfare state. Regardless of which parties are in power, the 
Danish welfare state remains entrenched. The Danish economy operates on 
well-established free-market principles, but the state has set certain 
regulatory standards that prohibit a totally self-regulating market to 



INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 17

develop.10 The regulatory mechanisms in Denmark involve strict regulation 

money. For Polanyi these were the principles for a self-regulating market, 
and he described them as being protected by the double movement of the 

movement connotes the oscillation between marketization and a counter-
movement toward social protection. The degree to which these fictitious 
commodities are regulated varies over time, and from one society to another. 
Hence, in recent years, the Danish state has been criticised for moving away 
from strict principles of state regulation, allowing the gradual development
of a more free-wheeling market economy (Lundkvist 2009a; Hall and 
Campbell 2017; see Bendixen, Bringslid and Vike 2018; Bruun 2018). This 
turn toward neoliberalism has led to the demise of a number of smaller firms 
and given growth to oligopolies and monopolies of large corporations 
(Lundkvist 2009b: 48, 78).

Immanuel Wallerstein argued that economic monopolies could never 
be achieved in the market, and that states, especially socialist states, created 

However, customs, understood as the development of specific tastes in the
consumers through marketing and advertisements, is another important 
element in the growth of relative monopolies (Wallerstein 1983: 144). Our 
consumer society has developed certain expectations about what to expect 
from the market. When listening to the business owners criticizing the 
market, the particular market they are referring to are the large corporations, 
oligopolies and monopolies. These are increasingly encroaching upon 
smaller market actors and dominating the liberalised, Danish economy 

saw themselves as opposed to the kind of consumer society that could be 
manipulated or controlled by this dominant, corporate-run market. They 
were business owners against the market.

Scandinavian ethnologists are well aware of the distinctions among 

capitalist production among three different actors: the investors, the 

to place the business owners in my sample in this three-levelled model, they 
would belong to none of them. They are petty commodity producers, 

life-mode, a life-mode in which they exploit their own labour power. The 
business owners are at once the investors, the managers, and the workers in 

10 Such regulations involve taxes, regulation of prices, regulations on import/export, property, 
(foreign) capital, and labour market policies.
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their own businesses. Instead of being a temporary structure until the 
business is profitable enough for the owner to abandon the lower two levels 
(worker and manager), they choose to remain tied to their business 

independent business owner who intends to remain small, since their project 

the actors in the self-employed life mode are noncapitalist actors who exist 
in a capitalist economy.

The Small Business Owners, an Introduction

owners in the Danish west coast, distinguished between what he called life-
modes. The three life-modes that were important for his analysis were what 
he called wage-worker, career professional, and the self-employed. The 
wage-worker operates with a clear distinction between work and leisure and 
is paid by the hours. The career professional is characterized by blurred lines 
between work and leisure, and their work requires constant production of 
creative ideas. In the self-employed life mode, work is embedded into 
(private) life. For the self-employed farmer, fisher, craftsman or shopkeeper, 
the work and leisure are not separated from work (business). Moreover, the 
self-employed, in contrast to the career professional, controls his own time 
and production and owns his own creative ideas. Hence, he does not need to 
constantly produce and invent new ideas. The Aarhus business owners 
encapsulate the self-employed life mode while retaining some of the 
innovation spirit of the career professional. They seek the freedom from 
wage-labour, the freedom to control their own firm, but they also seek the 
freedom to unfold their creativity and leave the company (and start a new 
company) if they want to pursue another creative idea or desire. However, 
they are not entrepreneurial capitalists in the conventional meaning of the 
word as innovators who want to expand their firm into a giant enterprise.

Most of these small shopkeepers come from other backgrounds: they 
have tried other kinds of employment, which in most cases involved higher 
salaries and material wealth. As such, deciding to become small business 
owners was a conscious choice rather than some kind of trap that they fell 
into or were compelled to take on. Most of my business owners made a 
conscious change of careers from wage-labour to running their own busi-
ness. One common feature is that their initial motivation to start a business 
was rooted in their desire for non-material benefits such as more freedom 
(frihed), creativity (kreativitet), and sociality (kontakt med mennesker). The 
business owners also shared backgrounds and upbringing, characterised by 
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relatively low material wealth and an emphasis on personal autonomy. None 
of the people in my six case studies attended business school or expressed 
any interest in business literature or theoretical business strategies. They 
invested little effort in developing marketing strategies or speculating on, or 
trying to predict the future in any sort of market assessment (Lien 1997). 
One of my business owners, Ole, claimed in an interview with the local 
newspaper that while building up their business, they relied on gut feelings, 
not classical business models. In general, there was little focus on predicting 
changes or trends so characteristic of the marketing profession (Lien 2004). 
Moreover, the six businesses where I conducted participant-observation 
between 2015 and 2017 consisted of only two who were actually married 

business was dependent on a significant effort of family members, both in 
the sphere of business and private life. In the following, I give a brief 
introduction to the different owners and their organisation of family/
business/ life. One of the firms, the fishmonger Ikan, is not mentioned here, 
as they are discussed in detail in Chapter 4.

Marie and Ole were a couple in their fifties. They owned and managed 
a successful, small bakery in the heart of Aarhus. They both held PhDs in 
natural sciences, but they had left busy careers when their three children 
were small, hoping that self-employment would leave more time with their 
children. Marie and Ole had used their savings to purchase an old farmstead. 
With funding from various interests groups, bank loans, and their own 
savings, they turned the farmland into a mushroom farm. They had a shared 

savings to invest in the growth of the firm. Their income and expenses all 
came from shared accounts, and they had no separate, individual economies 
as do so many Danish wage-earning couples. When their children moved 
away from home to study, the couple decided to sell their farm and moved to 
Aarhus in order to start the bakery. They had first lived in a townhouse just a 
couple hundred meters from the business premises, but when I got to know 
them in 2016, they had moved to a house in a small town outside Aarhus. 
They commuted together every morning and shared one car. Marie and Ole 
did everything together. They were a team, and the one always joined the 
other, even when one of them was not strictly needed.

until closing hours at six pm. Her mother came to help for a few hours in the 
afternoon, a few days per week, and she sometimes baked cakes and pastry 
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that needed renovation or for larger projects, but mostly it was Lillian who 
managed the business by herself. She had no employees, and since she was 
there six days per week, her mother was also responsible for shopping once a 
week for ingredients for cakes and pastry. They did not get these ingredients 
delivered at the door, as is common for larger firms, but simply purchased 

firm, and I never met him. She did not have contact with him during the day, 
but she did admit that he often cooked dinner. While her boyfriend did not 

three years when I came to know her in 2016, and in 2023 she still manages 
the firm without any employees.

Initially, I had included Julian and his goldsmith firm in my sample as 
a contrast to the family firms, but with time, I realized that his business was 
not necessarily a contrast to the other family-owned firms. In many ways it 

involvement in the firm was minimal and resembled more that which 
Yanagisako (2002) describes for many of the Como wives that are present 
but in the background. Julian was a goldsmith in his early 50s. He was 
married for the second time with two adult children from a former marriage 
and now two young children with his present wife. The family had moved 
from an expensive Aarhus town house to cheaper home 30 minutes outside 
Aarhus. When Julian met his wife, he was working for a large corporation, 
and earned what he described as a ridiculously high amount of money, 
managing a firm with thousands of employees. His second wife knew him as 
a hardworking man who suffered from a lot of stress, working long hours 
every day. Julian told me that he had longed to do something else. Luckily 
for Julian, his wife was also successful in her career, earning a good salary. 
With her approval, Julian quit his well-paid managerial job without having 
any clue on what he wanted to do next. After a few months of experimenting 
with ideas, and spending time with his youngest daughter, a toddler at the 
time, he started training to become a goldsmith. He ended up as a trainee at 
two major jewellery firms, learning both the creative and marketing side of 
the jewellery business. Not earning any income during this period of 
training, the couple sold their three-story townhouse in downtown Aarhus 
and moved to their current home. In this period, the family was living from 

corporate job. After a couple of years working at two large jewellers, Julian 
started longing for creative freedom, and as he felt that he had learned what 
he could, Julian started researching the possibility of starting his own 
business. He told me that his main motivation to become independent came 
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from his desire to create something, which he himself had designed in 
addition to the freedom to control his own working day. 

Again, with support from his wife, Julian sold his (80,000 Euros car), 
found a storefront location and opened a workshop/showroom in the heart of 
the city. The early years, Julian recalled, were very unstable, and during 
some months, he failed to earn enough income to even cover the rent of the 
shop. A whole month could pass without him making more than DK 1000 

still better than others, but he could always pay the company bills. Although 
business was now more stable than it had been, their household bills and 

changing that agreement. 

his wife. The couple had two small children. One had just started school, the 

except for a part-time employee who helped him a few days each week 
(before she left for a more stable job midway through fieldwork, leaving him 

past dinner-time. His wife therefore had to adjust her day to fit his. Although 

parents, both wage-earners and business owners, Julian depended on the 
collaboration with his wife on a different scale precisely because there was 
no one else that could do his job. 

Pernille was the owner of a small yarn shop in downtown Aarhus. She 
was trained as a chef and had worked most of her life in a public canteen. 
Her grandmother taught her to knit when she was five years old, and knitting 
had been her great passion ever since. Three years before my arrival Pernille 

Now in her early 50s, Pernille had started her yarn shop. Her husband, Tor, 
was himself a self-employed business owner of 15 years. The couple had 
been together since they were teenagers, neither of them coming from 

her father, a housepainter was a habitual drinker. Pernille grew up taking 
responsibility for her younger brother in a home with little means. Her 
parents left her no assets, nor were they present to help her in her young 
adult life, but her childhood had equipped her with a strong sense of 
independence and an ability to get things done. She finished school and got 
herself a decent job. Her husband came from a family with other struggles, 
and as young adults, neither of them relied on help from kin. Now, they had 
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a small, but comfortable house in a good suburban neighbourhood, 
purchased many years ago with a bank loan and savings they had saved up 
from years of working. They also had a car and two children, both in their 
early 20s. 

spend time in her business, she informed me that her firm was not a family 
firm. It was just hers, alone. Her husband had a firm of his own, and she 
could not afford to employ her children, nor was there any need for them. 

Formally, Pernille owned the shop, and she was there every day taking 
care of the daily tasks of owning, running and selling. Yet her business could 
not have survived without the help of her husband. The couple had a shared 

private resources. Their shared household economy was in such a sense 
involved in the economy of the firms. In their household, they shared 
incomes, expenses, and household tasks. They had shared bank accounts, 
and Tor had managed their private household economy for many years, 
keeping track of income and expenditures. Pernille described this as a 

considered a boring (kedelig

In the initial phase after Pernille opened her yarn shop, she was 
completely dependent on her husband financially. During the first year, 
Pernille did not allow herself more than three monthly salaries. She 
reinvested all the profits from the yarn shop back into the firm. 

When Pernille considered starting her own business, she had been 

Tor supported his wife, encouraged her to start her own firm, and 

the bills, and made sure that her finances were in order. We can explain such 
division of labour simply by preference. Pernille preferred mowing the lawn;
Tor preferred taking care of the bills. In other families, it was vice-versa. 

Pernille sold much of her yarn through her online shop, and every day 
she had to send out packages from the post office. However, because 
Pernille was alone in her shop, and she and the post office shared the same 
opening hours, she was again dependent on her husband, who had a much 
more flexible day, consisting largely of travelling around the city to visit 
customers. Whenever Pernille received an online order, she would pick up
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nickname for her husband). Tor would come by the shop at some point 
during the working day to pick up the orders and bring them to the post 
office. This service performed by her husband gave Pernille a double benefit 

office, which gave him discounts. As a good illustration of the entanglement 
of his business, her business, and their private lives, Tor used his business 

thought this was a great arrangement, as it saved her business a relatively 

family plays to the owner and the business economically, through favours 
and division of household labour. Very much like farmer, fisher and craft 
households, these ostensibly one-person shops are in fact dependent on 
family labour as well. 

Sally, another of my business owners, was a woman in her 50s. She 
had a boyfriend, but he was not involved in the firm, except occasionally 
when his IT-expertise was needed to fix a problem with the web shop or 
computer system. Sally and her partner lived in an apartment building owned 

she now owned and managed. The entire first floor and basement of the 

mother owned the actual property. Sally described herself as one of the many 
entrepreneurial women in her family. She told me stories of women 
generations back, who in diverse ways had independently fought their way 
through a patriarchal, male-dominated society and established businesses. 
Her grandmother had come from an aristocratic class of landowners 
(godsejere), and thanks to bilateral property inheritance, the grandmother 
had owned a large property on the outskirts of the city. Sally described her 

forud for sin tid). 
Without a husband, alone with her children, she had maintained her wealth. 
She bought cheap, old furniture, redesigned them, and sold them as 

gamle penge).

sold the family property in the outskirts of Aarhus and purchased an 
apartment building in the city. The building included a shop and a large 
bakery in the basement. Pia transformed the bakery into a storage room, and 
opened a shop, selling yarn, cloth diapers, and wooden toys on street level 
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with a connected apartment. This was their home and business. In the 1970s, 
the structure of the city involved a decentralised distribution of businesses 
and housing properties, with a neighbourhood culture that contained both 
dwellings and local shops. In time, however, the structure of the city 
changed, and most businesses becoming concentrated in the urban core. Pia 
maintained that her business was her life. Her private life and business 
overlapped, and the thought of moving her business somewhere else than her 
home took many years to mature. It was only when a friend of hers who 
owned a shop downtown put down two months of rent on a second business 
premise next to his own that Pia agreed to try to manage a toy shop away 
from her home. She kept both shops for a few years, but eventually closed 
the one in her apartment building to follow developments in the centre of 

were now familiar with the downtown unit. She explained that the reason 
why she discontinued one of the two shops was that she could not be two 

employees) to manage the business according to her own values.11

Close to 40 years after Pia first established her yarn and cloth diaper 

daughter had a career in Copenhagen, hours from Aarhus, and her son had 

now 31, strongly identified themselves as independent women and were 

characteristic of the way she managed her business. Sally firmly assured me 

everything I wanted to know about the male members of their family. Yet 
they were always careful to make sure that I understood that these men had 

while growing up, combined with caring for her younger brother while her 

the shop since she was a teenager, and the boundaries between 
business/private life were blurred when mother and daughter spent time 
together every day in the shop, mixing roles as employer/employee one 
moment, mother/daughter the next. Sally had acquired the business after her 

over management, she quickly quadrupled the revenue and proved herself a 

11 These sentiments and attitudes will be discussed in more detail in later chapters.
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fit successor. Sally was educated both as a schoolteacher and a ceramist, 
something she believed to be essential to her success: she understood both 
art and children.

While the Aarhus shop-owners are not entrepreneurial capitalists, they 
are not unconcerned with profit-making or renewing and inventing new 
things and methods; these characteristics are not necessarily in opposition to 
each other. I argue that although the above described, and other factors, 

of this study, they are not the main characteristics that identify them as 
business owners. The Aarhus business owners fit much of the description of 

or households who employ a small number of workers but are themselves 

capitalists being some kind of intermediate category that is inherently 
unstable, as growth could threaten their livelihood altogether leading to 
bankruptcy and proletarisation, if not impoverishment. My Aarhus business 
owners do not fit this description very well. Several of them could afford to 
remove themselves from the daily routine of their shops, and thereby the 

individuals have had could allow them to step out of daily production or 
sales process, none of them have chosen to do so. The reason why they 
remain so actively involved in the daily routine of their business or shop lies 
with their motivation. Their initial motivation to start an enterprise was 
grounded in a wish to take part in the very production process: fish, 

Outsourcing this labour by hiring a manager would mean removing one of 
their main motivations for becoming a small business owner. The pride and 
self-fulfilment that these business owners achieve from taking part in the 
immediate production, direct sales, and customer contact takes precedence 
over material motivations. But this same motivation compels the business 
owners to remain small. Of course, the business owners are capitalist in the 
sense that they operate within a capitalist economy; they control their 
expenses and monitor income, and they channel profit back into the 
enterprise rather than simply spending it. Hence, they are not conspicuous 
consumers trying to show off wealth, nor are they motivated by capitalist 
principles of unrestricted growth and profit maximizing. A true capitalist 
might move their profits into more attractive sectors; the Aarhus shop-
owners remain within their niche.
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Beyond the Suffering Subject

When I started research for this project, I did not set out to answer Joel 

tendency in anthropology to focus on the negative aspects of societies: to 
study the poor, the suffering, the exploited, those without hope, or any 
chance of ever achieving a good life. As I spent time with my business 
owners in their firms, I realized that the atmosphere in these firms and 
families was overwhelmingly positive. All their primary needs were met. 
They had plenty of food on their table every day, in all varieties, they lived 
in comfortable, modernized homes, they had jobs that they liked and 
enjoyed, they were surrounded by people whom they chose to be around, 
and they were generally happy. 

When I finished fieldwork and started writing up my data, I did my 
best to view all the data from a critical perspective. I reminded myself that 

were exhausted, and there must be some discontent lurking somewhere in 

photos, and all the data I had, in search of tell-tale signs that they were 
unhappy, that their lives were not as good as they had wanted. Surely, they 
did not walk around smiling, happy 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 
Indeed, there were plenty of conflicts, drama, and intrigues in the firms and 
families I came to know. Nevertheless, all the owners and the families I met 
focused overwhelmingly on the good things about their lives, not the bad. 
They had all certainly experienced hardships, loss, and rough periods, but 
they were not suffering, living in pain or poverty, being exploited, 
experiencing violence, or in any other way living in the kind of personal or 
existential crisis of which so much anthropology is focused (Robbins 2013).
Nor were they a minority suffering from alienation or an abusive system. 
They were in many ways the average economic middle-class Danes living 
the lives they wanted to live (see Gundelach 2004 on the value survey).

Further, I found that the majority of the business owners can be 
characterised as being opposed to what Anders Lundkvist (2009a) refers to 
as Dansk nyliberalisme (Danish neoliberalism). Liberalism is characterised 
by privatisation, outsourcing, individualisation of the labour market, 
commercialisation of the public sector, and a liberalisation of international 
trade, with liberation of capital at its centre. Neoliberalism is characterised 
by the transformation of the public realm to fit the needs of the private sector 
(Lundkvist 2009c: 7). Encouragement of increased competition and opening 
up Denmark to foreign capital have in turn led to mergers and acquisitions in 
order to avoid competition and to ensure the survival of Danish firms in 
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competition with international capital (Lundkvist 2009b: 28, 31). The state 
has approved these fusions under the pretext that they would result in lower 
prices. However, the result has been growing oligopolies in several sectors. 
A chart that illustrates how the Danish market has changed towards 
corporate capitalism (selskabskapitalisme) shows this development.

We shall see in the chapters that follow that the small Aarhusian 
business owners were driven by their conviction that they did business 

market practices. I show that the creative and administrative freedom of 
being their own boss is the main motivation for the shop keepers. They 
belong to a category of business owners that define themselves as outside the 
mainstream market. They do not see themselves as having been 
marginalized; rather, they have consciously chosen not to follow the 
development of the market. Attached to this kind of morally-based business 
autonomy are ideas of fairness and trust. Fairness and trust are practices that 
are acted out in the relationship between merchant and consumer, between 
supplier and buyer, and as an overall moral guide to how a business should 
be run. 

definition of petty capitalists, their opposition to the ideals of the 
contemporary neoliberal capitalist market economy and their dedicated 
resistance to liberal economic development restrain me from simply
adopting such a term. In search of a concept to describe these business 

clustering concept within which all these business owners can comfortably 

and lack of strength, qualities that do not fit the individuals represented here. 
petite

individuals and persons, there is little vulnerability or weakness in any of my 
business owners. They work hard, they get things done, and bricoleurs in 
ensuring that things will work out. 

Point of View

This is an ethnography. The material presented here derives from 
ethnographic fieldwork which always aims to represent the native point of 
view. It aims at analysing the data gathered from conversations, observation, 
and participation together with knowledge of history, politics, geography, 
and economy. The analysis is based on the micro-perspective attained from
long-term participant-observation, combined with a macro-perspective 
attained from all the above. Since anthropology is always comparative, 
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another important influence on the analysis of my own data derives from the 

In-depth knowledge of theoretical approaches to the market has no value 
unless we have an idea of how our interlocutors perceive the world around 
them. In order to avoid unfortunate generalizations, we need to be aware of 
the internal discourses of the societies we study (Gullestad 1990). How is 

have in the context of my Aarhus shop-owners? My argument that these 

discourse is based on my own fieldwork together with various discussions of 
the relations between small business owners and neoliberal market 

to the market principles in which they operate. One explanation posits that 
business owners act within a market that has traditionally been regulated by 
a social democratic government acting according to principles of universal 
welfare capitalism (Esping-Andersen 1990). Danish small business owners 
have grown up in a nation and in an era in which social democratic 
principles of redistribution, community, and intimacy have been central in 
the political and public discourses (Andersen 1986; Dahl 1986; Borish 1996; 

Bendixen, Bringslid and Vike 2018). This means that certain policies which 
might benefit wage workers would be hostile to small business. For example, 
until the second decade of the 21st century, Danish retail opening hours have 
been limited to prevent shops from having to stay open at nights, Saturday 
afternoon or Sundays, the rationale here was to protect employees from 
having to work odd hours. Additional regulations, however, sought to help 
small shops by preventing the building of giant shopping malls that might 
threaten small businesses.

Although most of my business owners have degrees from higher 

educational backgrounds are generally not directly relevant to their 
businesses. In fact, most of the owners see little relationship between the 
kind of education they acquired and the business they operate. For instance, 
Julian, the goldsmith, has a degree in computer science. Marie holds a PhD 
in natural sciences but now bakes bread and cakes in her own bakery. 
Pernille was trained as a chef, but now owns and operates a yarn shop. Julian 
insists that the reason why he became a goldsmith and opened his own shop 
was that his former computer job had robbed him of the possibility to create 
and see the results of his creation. Similarly, Marie and Ole admitted that 
they constantly used their analytical skills, from their background as 
researchers, to analyse developments in their current firm and products. 
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Sally was certain that her background as a schoolteacher and a ceramist was 

awareness of their opposition to the market varies, and reference to the 
market is mainly an umbrella concept under which I compare these business 

see is opposed to market principles of profit maximizing.12

Structure of this Book

This book is divided into two parts. Part one focuses on the political and 
theoretical background of the study, where we present the key questions, 
methodology, and political and moral background. Part two focus on the two 
main pillars of running a small business: family structure and moral values. 
The background, family, and motivations thus constitute the essential 
components of my main argument: that these independent business owner-
operators represent a part of society, which although tied to the market, 
nevertheless opposes neoliberal corporate capitalism. The historical and 
political background discussed in the first two chapters enables us to reflect 
upon the fact that the business owners, with their moral motivations, can 
afford to have precisely these moral principles because of the political and 
economic circumstances within which they act. Similarly, we shall see that 
family bonds are central to the reproduction and generational transfer of 
moral values.

Chapter 2 provides a historical and political review of topics of 
Danish historical, social, and political developments that are relevant to 
understanding the lives of modern small business owner-operators. Of major 
importance here is the political development of the state, leading to the birth 
of a social democratic welfare state. Emphasis on the welfare state can help 
us understand the kind of choices and life situations of the Aarhus business 
owners. An introduction to the political and economic situation of Denmark 
and of Aarhus municipality also fulfils this purpose.

Chapter 3 discusses the main analytical concepts applied in my 
analysis. It discusses morality and values in anthropology and identifies 
some of the relevant emic concepts used by my informants. The 
identification of discourses and perceptions about moralities and values 
involves a discussion of the overlapping concepts that have dominated the 
ethnography of Scandinavia for decades. 

12 There is nothing special about an anthropologist discussing business owners with non-
economic motivations. Discourses of a human economy and a movement away from theories 
of rational man have been prominent long enough for us to be open to accept such an 
argument, and this thesis will discuss individuals who to a large extent have operated with the 
notion of a human economy (Hart, Laville and Cattani 2010).
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Chapter 4 introduces Ikan, the family fishmonger firm with whom I 
spent most of my time. It goes through the history of the firm and discusses 
the possible reasons it underwent a major upheaval, where a younger sibling 
suddenly replaced the daughter and son-in-law who had been operating the 
firm. The case illustrates the deviant expectations between generations and 
the tensions and conflicts that occur when outgoing and incoming 
generations have different moral perspectives. In this chapter, I review the 
moral complexities involved, highlighting the importance of following the 
perception of a shared morality and the consequences that deviation from 
these norms might entail. 

Chapter 5 discusses succession and highlights the challenges and 
paradoxes involved in the generational transfer of firms. I present the 
bureaucratic challenges involved, as well as the conflict of interests between 
the owning and the successor generations. The main argument is that 

transfer of the physical firm to the next generation. Most of my small 
business owners are themselves children of small business owners, but most 

started their own niche business. Hence, while having inherited values from 
their parents, they have nevertheless established their own firm independent 
from their parents and do not plan for their children to continue the firm.

Chapter 6 discusses work and labour. It addresses the experiences and 
sentiments related to work and the significance of work and the work ethic to 
small business owner-operators. Not surprisingly, I find that taking initiative 
and the relations these individuals have with their work is an embedded part 
of their very identity. By insisting that the work they do in their firms is not 
perceived as drudgery, and that work and life cannot be separated, these 
business owners remain motivated by the freedom and sense of control that 
comes with self-employment, regardless of their long hours spent in their 
shops.

Chapter 7 illuminates the various motivations that lie behind the shop-

most of the fundamental concepts in Scandinavian ethnography and coalesce 
with existing, dominant political and popular discourses on Danish values. 
Motivations thus contribute to the reproduction of what I have identified as a 
specific type of small business morality among my informants, a morality 
which one also finds in generalized Danish discourses about identity and 
personhood. I also argue that by this sentiment that they act as morally-based 
business people is an important element in their feeling that they are 
successful business owners, able to stand against the more impersonal, 
neoliberal market.
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The final ethnographic chapter, Chapter 8, elaborates on the 
motivations analysed in Chapter 7, with an emphasis on the distinction 
between these business owners and the market in general. Mood, control, 
and the existence of a sociality inherent in the kinds of good they sell, and 
how they sell them, are important aspects of their contrast to the mainstream 
market. I illustrate how these shop-owners value the freedom of being their 
own boss to the extent that market principles of profit maximization and 
growth become ideas that they define themselves as being against.

oppose neoliberal market capitalism simply for the sake of opposition. 
Instead, the business owners grounded their motivation in their wish to 
protect their own agency of small-scale niche business without the intention 
of growth beyond a certain scale. The Aarhus business owners were 
concerned primarily with their aim of living a good life as self-employed, 
doing something they enjoyed and sharing their enthusiasm with their 
community and customers. I suggest the global market can learn from the 
independent business owners and move towards a more ethical and 
sustainable market, allowing for growth of independent business owners and 
a reduction of monopolies and oligopolies. But we need more research about 
what makes these small firms work. Are the sentiments these business 
owners expressed common for small niche business owners other places? Do 
small, independent farmers share similar sentiments? These are some of the 
questions we might seek to answer in further research.





Chapter 2

Economy and Welfare State Capitalism

Denmark is a highly developed welfare state with a strong social safety net 
which imposes regulations on businesses and supports a strong labour force. 
This chapter emphasizes the areas of the Danish economic and political 
history that is relevant to the Aarhus business owners and their moral way of 
doing business. This chapter deals mainly with the period from 1800s until 
today, placing emphasis on the homogeneous nation-state. The political 
development that grew out of the unification of the Danish folk through the 
Lutheran church, laid the groundwork for the Danish welfare state. The 
chapter discusses the role of religion in the development of the welfare state. 
Finally, the chapter presents statistical and analytical data concerning the 
current financial situation of the Danish market and nation-state. It then 
reviews current data on self-employment and entrepreneurship, and some of 
the financial and political implications affecting the business owners 
directly.

A Brief Economic History of Aarhus

Although contemporary Scandinavia is renowned for being a unique and 
separate region in terms of language, economy, and their successful 

with the other nations on the Eurasian continent (Gullbekk 2008; Hedeager 

location for power and economic activities from as early as the fourth 
century and far into the Middle Ages (Hedeager 2008). With a large natural 
harbour, Aarhus became a convenient trading location, enabling maritime 
goods to reach northwards, southwards and westwards to the whole of 
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1847/1861 and construction of a railway connecting Aarhus with the town of 
Randers to the north in 1862, Aarhus became a central location for business 
and import/export. 

Throughout its history, Aarhus has been dependent on the surrounding 
districts for the export of farm produce. Despite the more recent 
development of a large tertiary service sector, the harbour, with its 
characteristic cranes, bears witness to the importance trade in Aarhus 
economic life. Thanks to the fertile soil of eastern Jutland and the many 
large farms in the districts surrounding Aarhus, the region was, and is, a 
major producer of agricultural goods (Larsen 2017). Amongst others, Arla 
Foods, one of the largest dairy groups in Europe, has its headquarters in 
Aarhus. The Swedish-Danish vegetable oils and fats company, 
AarhusKarlshamn (AAK) also has a large processing plant in the area. In 
fact, oil and fat industry has a long history in Aarhus, starting with the 
Danish Preserved Butter Company, which exported butter to Asia, Great 
Britain, and Africa. Aarhus is thus a natural place to establish a business.

From Monarchy to Union of the Folk

Scandinavia is characteristically perceived as different from the rest of 
Europe and North America in terms of economy, welfare, and individualist 
egalitarianism. Why is this so?

One answer, can be seen in the development of social democracy and 

the eighteenth century, the country evolved from a position as a powerful 
monarchy with control over large and important areas of Scandinavia to a 
homogenous rump state where the democratic involvement of the people in 
government decisions combined with sameness (lighed) and justice ( )
have been central objectives. 

The Danish kingdom enjoyed prosperity from 1660 until the 19th 
century, when it ruled over Denmark-Norway and the Duchies of Schleswig 
and Holstein. In addition, Denmark had colonies in the West Indies, West 
Africa, and India. In 1814, the kingdom shrank when it lost Norway to 
Sweden, and later, in 1864, Holstein and Schleswig to Prussia, inducing the 
lower classes to start organizing for civil rights. The Danish Liberals allied 
with the peasant movements and formed the political party, Bondevennerne 

of the Danish national state, which in a few decades would begin to establish 
genuine welfare institutions.
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Peter Gundelach (2004a) have argued that the Danish welfare state grew out 

society. The state managed to resurrect and gain support from the people by 

Focus turned from an orientation towards Europe to an orientation towards 

argued, resulted in a homogeneous nation-state that proclaimed ideals of 

political discourse indicates that history is about to repeat itself. In the 2015-
2017, not just the far right, Populist Party, Dansk Folkeparti, but also most 
political parties refer to Danish ideals of homogeneity and sameness (and 
Christianity) as part of Danish core values.13

Denmark combines its past as a large composite, European empire 
which following the loss of territories and most of its non-Danish speakers 

societies and structural models have influenced the development of Denmark 
as a state, but the governing classes continued to have a close relationship 
with the inhabitants in the cities and countryside and, in this way, continued 
to listen to the voices of its people. Due to its small size and population and 
its decentralised administration, Denmark remains one of the most 
homogenous countries in Europe (Vike 2016).14 The Danish right-wing 
parties, have used homogeneity to argue against mass immigration and 
recognition of multi-ethnic society, claiming that their interest is to protect a 
culturally and ethnically homogeneous Denmark through a strict integration 
policy. 

Scandinavian homogeneity is apparent also in the way religion and
politics were closely connected and overlapping. From the end of the 
sixteenth century until 1849, when the king signed the constitution, 
Lutheranism was the only legal religion in Denmark, as well as the rest of 
the Nordic countries. The enlightenment theologian, Nikolai Frederik 

unification of Denmark (Lodberg 2001: 17). Lutheranism developed into an 

enthusiastic work ethic that served the public good. 

13
See for example Tulinius (2016), Hovbakke (2017) and Ritzau (2017a, 2017b).

14 Even taking into account recent immigration from Southern Europe, North Africa and Asia, 
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Historian, Mette Frisk Jensen (2014), argued that Danish Lutheranism, 
following the ruling class, transformed the Danish administration towards 
what she refers to as a Weberian model of bureaucracy. The Weberian model 
implies a reduction of maladministration, in the form of corruption, and 

with a comparatively low level of corruption. 
Protestantism in Scandinavia thus encouraged values of individualism 

individualism and liberalism, combined with a sense of unity against the 
most brutal aspects of the growing market economy (Gullestad 1992; see 

Today, the church is important in Denmark, not because religion is 
important to the individual Dane, but because the many church buildings and 
the church as a public institution offers a convenient venue for community 
activities. Data from a large Danish value survey indicates that the 
community church-goers no longer seek the church congregation as such but 
rather a general feeling of community ( ) as family (Andersen and 

hyggelig) tradition to 

might be nearly empty on a normal Sunday service. 

Welfare State Capitalism: The Development of the Danish 
Welfare State

We cannot fruitfully compare Aarhusian small business owners with 
shopkeepers in other Eurasian nation-states without some idea of the role of 
the welfare state in Denmark. Motivations for a good life, and the 

fact that these individuals operate within a national state that offers universal 
welfare benefits, ensuring a certain level of material comfort and social 
safety net for all its citizens, regardless of their social class, employment 
status, or geographical location (within the country). All the small business 
owners were aware that if they failed completely in their business activities, 
they would still have food on the table, shoes on their feet, and a roof over 
their head. They would still receive free health services and their children 
would have the same opportunity for free, higher education. In fact, it is 
likely that they would be able to keep the same car and house, and if they 
wanted to, they would probably obtain a new job within the first year of 
unemployment. My informants thus found themselves within a system of 
social security that has been placed in the category Esping-Andersen defines 
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as a de-commodifying welfare state (see Esping-Andersen 1990 for different 
welfare state models). 

The Scandinavian welfare states, in contrast to most other welfare 
states, are categorised as institutional, universal, de-commodifying, and 
social democratic. They endeavour to ensure all their citizens, independent 
of their social or economic means, equal rights, full employment, and 
maintaining a quality of life independent of the market. This extensive 
welfare state evolved over several decades. Hence, what is described as the 
unique equalizing strategies of the Scandinavian welfare states emerged only 
in the late twentieth century (Esping-Andersen 2015). 

Although Esping-Andersen described Scandinavian welfare states as 
among the most de-commodifying, even in Denmark, you still need state 
approval and control to get maternity benefits, sickness benefits, job benefits 
and other benefits. However, if you have lived, worked and paid taxes in 
Denmark, and if you are member of a union (a-kasse), you have rights to 
welfare benefits also when you voluntarily leave a job. Welfare goods 
involve the right to sickness insurance, unemployment insurance, parental 
leave, and educational leave, where the individual (following a state 
certification procedure) receives nearly the same amount as their normal 
wage for a period of several months or longer. Scholars have tended to 
categorise Denmark as universal and de-commodifying, but in some areas 
the policies are considered liberal and means-tested. In fact, the Danish 
government has gradually introduced new policies, which are influenced by 
a liberal, commodifying approach to the welfare state (Pedersen 2011). For 
example, it is now harder to get unemployment benefits if you are not 
member of a (privatized) workers union (a-kasse).

Before World War II, Denmark had a small, but open economy that 
relied heavily on trade with other European countries. After the war ended in 

golden decades. This period marking the beginning of welfare state 
development (Esping-Andersen 1990a; 1996; Andersen et al. 2014). In the 
Nordic countries, prosperous, growing economies with increased workforce 
participation inspired a need for the state to take responsibility for areas 
where family and women had previously played the key roles (e.g. 
childcare). In fact, scholars seem to agree that female participation in the 
work force is the main feature that marks the beginning of the welfare state 
era (see for example Esping-Andersen 1990b, 2015; Andersen et al. 2014). 

What distinguished the Scandinavian welfare states from other welfare 
regimes was a shift at the end of the twentieth century that emphasised 
equalization of opportunities on two main points: women and children 
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facilitate female employment and gender equality (understood as equal 
opportunities and requirements), education reforms, and efforts to avoid 
child poverty. The development of a universal childcare system involved a 
very generous child-allowance, parental leave, and a universal pre-school 
system, where all incentives were focused mainly on enhancing female 
(workforce) participation (unlike other countries, Denmark did not prioritize 
part-time day-care centers). Denmark, as a welfare state, has succeeded in 
creating a dual-earner society with a very high percentage of female 
participation in the labour force. 

These developments have contributed to gender equality in the sense 
that they made it possible for women to combine career and family (Esping-
Andersen 1996a: 13). The encouragement of female workforce participation 
has been presented by politicians as an incentive to promote gender equality, 

2002: 289). Of the 27 EU countries, Denmark has the highest number of 
dual-earner families and the word housewife ( ) is 

Christensen 2011: 31). 
It appears that Danes have a sense of ownership towards the welfare 

Andersen 1990b; Gundelach 2004b; Klitgaard 2007; Vike 2018). The 

more solidary society. Since the social reforms started in the first half of the 
twentieth century, the Danish population has grown accustomed to general 
social security, involving universal education, extensive health services, and 

growing challenges facing welfare states involve large, ageing populations 
together with shrinking contribution years. When the Scandinavian welfare 
states were fully established in the 1960s, an average worker was employed 

challenges, the state reduced unemployment benefits and it instituted an 
early retirement scheme.15 Although the Danish government introduced new 

15 The Danish government has gradually reduced unemployment benefits from 8.5 years in 
1993 to two years in 2016, now with more strict demands on the unemployed to demonstrate 
active job-seeking be willing to take job offers that are not necessarily relevant to their 
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policies to increase the age of early retirement, the number of contributing 
years remained shortened and receiving years prolonged due to the 

social expenditures involve reducing for those unemployed. To encourage 
workforce participation, active members of the workforce are entitled to 52 
weeks of maternity and parental leave, heavily state subsidised day-care for 
all children below school age, 37-hour work week, and five weeks paid 
holiday. 

Decline in benefits to the elderly and other inactive citizens, in favour 

Andersen 1996a: 14). However, this approach risks a collapse of full 
employment when the limits of public employment growth are reached and 
employment must rely more heavily on the private sector service economy 
(Ploug 2003). 

Although the number and proportion of unemployed citizens is 
relatively low in Denmark compared many other OECD (Organisation for 

word to describe success in the labour market.16 As long as the worker is 
flexible, willing, and able to adjust to changes and developments in the 
labour market, they are more likely to remain within the work force.17 The 
introduction of a labour market model known as Flexicurity reflects the 

social security. The Danish government introduced (the 
Act on Salaried Employees) to protect managerial employees from job 
insecurity. However, employers have their ways of avoiding the Salaried 

as a reward for long employment. The 
scheme offered early retirement at 60, with a pension equal to their average salary for the five 
years preceding the normal pension age of 65. There should be no need to say that although 
those entitled to had paid a contribution for 30 years or more, the scheme is costly for 
the state budget. The scheme is therefore being gradually phased out, with small reductions 
every few years. The age has been raised to 62, and the individual must have paid 

contributions for at least 30 years, and receives a maximum of 92 per cent of their 
salary (Styrelsen for Arbejdsmarked og Rekruttering 2017).
16 The Danish unemployment rate is at 6.3 per cent of the labour force in 2016, which is much 
lower than virtually all EU and OECD countries, such as Spain 18.7 per cent, Turkey 11.6, 
Germany 3.9, Russia 5.4, EU average 8.2 and OECD average 6.2 per cent of the national 
labour force (OECD 2017).
17 In order to avoid a discussion of the new precariat, which I leave for others more informed 

developments in the (labour) market. The choice of wording is inspired by the Danish 
Flexicurity.
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Employees Law by hiring employees part-time and paying them by the hour 
instead of offering them full-time contracts with fixed salaries.

Since the 1990s, neoliberal ideas have slowly emerged together with 
growing right-wing populism. The government has promoted privatization 
and contracting out of public responsibilities, such as healthcare, transport, 
infrastructure maintenance, etc. Other changes involve an increased focus on 
cost-effective performance and a more market-oriented welfare state, known 
as competition state (konkurrencestat) (Pedersen 2011). Danish political 
scientist Ove Kaj Pedersen argued that the Danish welfare state is being 
transformed into a competition state, promoting neoliberal principles of 
increased competition at national, international and municipal levels, 
optimization of each citizen, and increased focus on individual responsibility 
and adaptation, the idea being that each citizen is responsible for their own 
well-being. Whereas the welfare state promotes values of stability and 
security, konkurrencestaten is internationally oriented and promotes 
diversity of response, flexibility and competition for resources (Pedersen 
2011: 12). 

arguing that the competitive state model was the preferred future welfare 

that a better way to describe recent developments in Scandinavian welfare 
states can be grasped through concepts of forandringsstat (shifting or 
transforming state) and (independence-society) 

A focus on change as an aim characterises the transforming state. The 
Independence-society is meant to describe the moral economy that lies at the 

the competitive state shifts from moralism to economism (financialization 
might be a better word), and from community to individual opportunism is 
important in this context because it contradicts some of the core concerns of 
my small business owners.

We can see examples of how the Konkurrencestat has evolved in 

reforms in the educational system and instituted increased control over new 
immigrants to make them more integrated and more accountable. A major 
structural reform of local administration has led to more bureaucratization 
and a larger gap between the individual citizen and administrative apparatus 

have been implemented with the support of the people (folket) and trade 
union movements (
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how, during different reforms and adjustments in welfare, different grass-
roots movements have promoted demands using moral arguments about 

There has been a significant change in the orientation of the Danish 
welfare state, from universality to competition, and this re-orientation began 
with Social Democratic governments in the 1990s and has continued through 
both Liberal and Social Democratic governments up to the present (Pedersen 
2011; Lundkvist 2017). When the Danish state started to shift towards a 
more market-oriented welfare model, the government was careful to ensure 
that the population maintained a feeling that the welfare state was still an 
aim. Although the state has focused more and more on private economic 
matters and a liberal market economy, government leaders have never 
relinquished the principle of the welfare state as the most important element. 
It is only when the population stops believing in the welfare state, and 
welfare stops being a goal in its own, that the people governed state 
(folkestyrede stat) is threatened. My business owners also showed their 
concern for this development, as in the following statement: 

or Bilka [hypermarkets owned by large corporations]. It is easier; 
often also much cheaper. They can make large sale offers to attract 
customers. They can buy large quantities at a cheaper price. Then 
they can afford to sell it cheaper, too, and still make a profit. We, for 

This statement, uttered by fishmonger Poul, touches on the essence of the 
sentiments expressed by the small business owners I studied in Aarhus. In 
contrast, and opposition, to the large, corporate chains, the businesses I 
studied, were small, independent, and resilient in a market dominated by 
large corporate firms. The tensions between us (the small businesses) and 
them (large corporations) will be discussed thoroughly in Chapter Seven and 
Eight. 

18: Inclusion and Exclusion

In a small, homogeneous country like Denmark, the involvement of the 
citizens is possible without the risk of a chaotic situation that could occur if 
an attempt at the same amount of popular involvement in government 
decisions took place in a larger, more diverse population group. But 
Scandinavia and Denmark are not extraordinary egalitarian societies, nor do 
they lack mechanisms for social exclusion. Historically, the obsession with 
sameness (lighed) has been an actively used rhetoric to achieve homogenic 

18
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society with a culture where equity ideals are used as control mechanisms in 
obtaining and maintaining exclusive groupings on multiple levels of society 
from state level, to social groups of friends (Gullestad 1992). The profound 
idea that those who are equal (same) should go together contributes to a 
culture of exclusion.

British anthropologist Richard Jenkins dealt with the early and 
continuous institutionalisation of Danish children and the strong presence of 

status, residence, to mention a few). Jenkins viewed this as the mark of a 

alone in his perception of the Danish state as particularly watchful and 
intrusive (see also Vike 2004). Anthropologist, Karen Fog Olwig (2011), 
similarly described how children start their civilizing project 
(dannelsesproces) as soon as they start kindergarten. The civilizing project is 

contexts that are different, and by adjusting national values of 
(community) and lighed (equality as sameness) to individual understandings 

17). These variations and constitutions of hierarchy and exclusion are 
important in understanding Scandinavian egalitarianism (sameness), but it is 
equally important to understand the implications of this kind of conformity 
for Scandinavian sociality and society. The development of the Danish 
welfare state has encouraged a growth not of individual egalitarianism, but 

individualism, an increased demand for independence, is in fact dominated 
by increased monitoring and standardising, with sameness or homogeneity 

2016).
The Danish state has ascribed it as their task and goal to civilize 

(danne) all Danish citizens (and new immigrants) so as to ensure the re-
production of Danishness (danskhed), which is bound up with nation-
statehood. The detail of state involvement is constantly increased and is 
evident in new laws, reforms, and detailed (teaching curricula) in 
both school and day-care institutions (vuggestue/ ). In 2006, the 
Danish government started the introduction of the heldagsskole (literally 
full-day schools), with mandatory classroom teaching from 8 a.m. to 
approximately 3 p.m., five days per week, for all Danish schoolchildren. In 
addition, various after-school options (SFO [skolefritidsordning]) are 
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available for families who work longer hours.19 This means that Danish 

teachers treat them according to specific pedagogical curricula (
),

learning to conform.20

Although Danishness is far from constant, but rather paradoxical, and 
as pointed out by numerous ethnographers, in constant negotiation, the state 
places great emphasis on producing dannede, lige

pedagogical understandings are willingly accepted and supported by the 
population, who accept the involvement of the state in nearly all matters of 

will accept most forms of control and intervention.
The tradition in the Danish welfare policies, with its focus on flexible 

and adaptable employment, has been to establish agreements between 
employers and employees through membership in trade unions or general 
framework agreements as promoted by the central government (Abrahamson 
1992).21 However, these arrangements, which have universal coverage, are 

and do not apply to those members of society who belong to other 
categories. Social policies are generally means-tested and considered as 
charity, defined by strong social control (Abrahamson 1992). Whereas the 
Danish model maintains its focus on equality, full employment, and a high 
level of spending on social security and an active labour market policy, 
benefits are dependent on union membership or membership in a union-
affiliated unemployment compensation fund ( )
(Abrahamson 1992; Greve 2004). Full pensions are available only to those 
citizens who have been active members of the workforce for a large number 
of years and who have contributed into their union retirement account. The 
remaining members of society receive a much lower universal standard

19 SFO (https://
www.uvm.dk/sfo-klub-og-fritidshjem/sfo/formaal--indhold-og-ansvar) for more information.
20

Pedagogues are trained at special schools and can then specialize in early childhood up to 
youth age groups; they would typically work in day-care institutions, after-school clubs, youth 
centers, homes for troubled youth and juvenile detention facilities. 
refer to the official, municipally approved teaching programs that promote a practical 
approach to socialization in the widest sense (Jenkins 2011: 180).
21 Examples of policies of general frameworks can be mandatory state labour-marked pension 
contributions (ATP), the Act on Salaried Employees ( ), and universal 
maternity leave.
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pension (folkepension), along with the possibilities of housing, heating, and 
other subsidies.

A comfortably, high level of social security is thus available only to 
active members of society. The fact that unions and business associations are 
widespread, and that they are directly involved in policy decisions related to 
the labour market, means that people are directly involved in policy-making 
through the many trade unions (Hall and Campbell 2017: 33) (about 70 per 

government subsidises trade unions, through tax deductions for union dues, 
those who are not able to work are far less privileged than those who are. 
Moreover, the strong focus on employment has made the state dependent on 
labour market participation. This has led those members of the population 
who can afford it to choose private service offerings instead of having to 
wait for public care. This development, in turn, leads to an increasing social 
gap and a move towards a more corporatist than a universal welfare model 

benefits, ensuring that no one falls completely through the social safety net. 
To the business owners, this meant that they were socially secured, and so 
were their employees. The flexibility of employment worked as a benefit for 
the employers, who were not responsible for the social security of 
employees. It was the responsibility of the state welfare system.

The Meaning of Social Security

The business owners in this study make their life choices well aware of the 
protection offered by the Danish welfare system. As employers, their 
decisions regarding employees are also affected by employment laws. In 
practice, the Danish welfare system entitles any member of an 

time employment for 52 weeks or who has just graduated higher education 
to up to two years of unemployment benefits (dagpenge) over a three-year 

self-employed citizens. However, the unemployment benefit programmes 
have gone through drastic cuts over the last thirty years, from 8.5 years of 
unemployment benefits in 1993 to two years in 2016, with additional 
requirements for having had full-time work prior to filing for unemployment 
benefits. With more restrictive demands on the unemployed, Denmark has a 

2018a: 63]). In relation to this, scholars agree that the Danish government 
has a tradition of focusing on employment over benefits (Rehn 1986; Nielsen 
and Kesting 2003; see Jensen 2007; Larsen and Andersen 2009).
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It is reasonable to assume that the fact that small business owners 
know that the public welfare system could support them if they went out of 
business made them more prone to risk-taking than small business operators 
in other parts of the world. Simultaneously, it is important not to 
underestimate the importance of pride and self-fulfilment in entrepreneurial 
activity. The fact that Danish small business owners are more secure does 
not mean that they would simply relax and stay home if their business failed. 
The Aarhus business owners worked hard and possessed a motivation and 
strong will to succeed.

Moreover, we need to remember that Danes enter childcare 
institutions from an early age and what are believed to be Danish values, 
including the high consideration for work and providing for oneself, were 
thoroughly internalised (see Borish 1991; Christensen 1997; Jenkins 2011; 
Damm 2015). 

sense of self-worth, entailing great stress for those involved. The business 
owners would suffer not only materially but also psychologically. Another 
important aspect of the welfare state that aids us in understanding the 
mentality of Danish society, and the Aarhus business owners, in particular, is 
that due to the acute presence of the welfare state, the loss of their business 
would not deprive them of an opportunity to still have a good life doing 
something else.

In 1916, when the First World War ravaged across the European 

mentality in the population that may still be relevant. The poem, titled The 

klarest vand, originally The Song of History/Historiens Sang, and, perhaps 
the most renowned line: 

You weakling country that enjoys hygge in hiding while the whole 
world is burning around your cradle/Du pusling-land, som hygger 

The poem was a critique of the ignorance shown by Danish civil society 
towards the ongoing war, which did not affect Denmark considerably. In 
recent debates, the same poem, and especially this sentence, has been used to 
describe and criticise Danishness and the Danish tendency to stay on the 
side-lines of world problems (Christensen 2001; Rehling 2005; Metz 2014; 
e.g. Buhmann-Holmes 2018; Vestergaard 2018). The perception of being 
ensconced in the security of the welfare state, and the unwillingness to 
acknowledge changes in global economy, climate, and demographic 
mobility may be reflected in the way business owners do not worry about the 
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tryg).22

At the other end of the scale of security, being self-employed implies 
adjusting to the welfare state in the form of regulations imposed on 
employers. Before hiring someone, the owner needs to consider whether 
there is a need for an employee not just momentarily, but in the long run. 
Employment protection laws aim at protecting employees from unreasonable 
temporary contracts and require the employer to consider the need for a new 
employee before offering a hiring contract. In several branches, such as 
office work, retail sector, or transport/storage, employers are obliged to give 

famous for the ease of which people can be hired and fired because the state 
takes care of them.

It is possible for most business owners to hire people on temporary 
contracts. The business owners I worked with commonly solved the 
challenge of avoiding permanent contracts by either hiring someone as a 

relationship, the person hired to work at the firm was registered as self-
employed and sent an invoice to the shopkeeper for hours worked23

flexible paid-by-the-hour-contract. One would think that the amount of 
money paid for a freelance employee would amount to the same as a salaried 
worker, given that the independent contractor should calculate all their costs 
in their hourly wage. However, the employer can save knowing that in 
periods when less help is needed, there is no obligation to pay a salary, as the 
state can provide unemployment benefits. However, I discovered that in the 
firms that I researched, there existed a tendency among the freelancers to 

labour cost of having an employee (i.e. the wages paid directly to the 
employee plus taxes, vacation payments and social security paid to the state 
or various benefit funds).24

22

23 An employee hired as a freelancer is responsible for their own insurances, tax payments, 
vacation money (feriepenge) and pensions savings (Sand 2011, 2013; Moth 2016).
24 The 120 135 per cent refers to the entire wage package which an employer must pay when 
hiring an employee. In addition to direct wage costs paid to the employee, the additional 35 
per cent covers mandatory employer-paid vacation money, which amounts to 12.5 per cent of 

market pension (ATP). ATP is a compulsory pension savings account intended to ensure that 
citizens receive a little extra in addition to their public pension (folkepension). All Danish 

employee herself pays the remaining one-third. However, the ATP contribution is minimal, 
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Social security and high taxes bring financial restrictions and 
challenges for the business owner, especially when the question of 
generational transfer of the firm occurs. Various inheritance laws are 
intended to ensure a more equitable society and have been the subject of 
debate and policy changes in Scandinavia (Sweden and Norway abolished 
gift and inheritance taxes in 2004 and 2014, respectively). In the case where 
a business owner wants to pass on the firm to her children or other close 
family members, the transaction is subject to taxation as if the business were 
an item for sale. This means that the entire market value of the firm is due to 
taxation. Firms registered as a limited liability company are usually taxed at 
a rate of 42 % of market value (Nielsen 2014b). Even in cases where 
business owners treat the firm as a gift, the owners must calculate the market 
value of the firm and pay a gift tax. The state requires a fee of 15 per cent of 
market value when someone transfers a privately owned firm as gift or 
inheritance to the children or children-in-law. If the transfer comes from 
grandparents, they are accountable to a fee of 36.25 per cent. If the owners 
transfer a firm to someone outside the family, or more peripheral family 
members, the recipient is subject to a tax as if it were personal income if 
transferred as inheritance and a fee of 36.25 per cent if given as gift (or 
anticipatory inheritance). 

Because the assets of a firm only rarely are counted as money in the 

(including interior, goods, surplus value, potential income, and so forth) 
paying the nearly 50 per cent tax value is often impossible without deeply 
indebting the successor at the risk of the firm. Moreover, inheritance laws 
require equal distribution of the estate assets among all siblings, such that 
other children than the successor must be compensated (Nielsen 2014b). 

An alternative strategy used by business owners who want to avoid 
the high taxes is to apply for the taxation to follow the successor. This means 
that the business owner avoids paying taxes when he or she transfers the firm 
to spouse, children and grandchildren, consensual partner, parents, siblings 
and their children and grandchildren, or to an employee who has been 
employed fulltime in the firm for at least three of the preceding five years. 
This exemption allows the transfer of firms from one generation to the next 
without bankrupting the previous generation. Instead, the successor 

pay the taxes for the firm only when selling the firm or its shares 

arrangements like this are made, it is recommended that the firm be 

amounting to DKK 284 per 
also pay compulsory work-related injury insurance (AES).
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transformed into a limited liability company in order to further reduce the 
tax burden. However, inheritance of taxes (in Danish referred to as 
successionen), applies only to the market value of the firm, and not in the 
case when the firm, or parts of the firm, is transferred as gifts. In those cases, 
the firm is liable for tax regardless of other circumstances. The implications 
of the bureaucracy related to transfer of firms and the Aarhus business 

five.

Denmark in the World Economy

While Denmark has developed an effective re-distributional economy 
domestically, where do we place Denmark in the global market? Today, the 

implying a market capitalism governed by public and private arrangements 
(Hall and Campbell 2017: 33). One of the main questions that this thesis 

understand the broader economic picture, of which the small firms in this 
study are part. In recent decades, Denmark has developed into one of the 
richest nations in the world with a Gross National Income (GNI) of 51,321 
USD per capita25 (OECD 2015a).26

Yearly GNP growth, per cent

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2012 2016 2017
2.3 2.4 3.4 1.6 -1.1 -5.2 0.1 1.1 2.3

Table 1. Danish annual GNP growth. (Source: Nielsen [2010: 7] and Trading 
Economics [www.tradingeconomics.com]).

Table 1 above, shows that the Danish GNP declined in the wake of the 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has had an annual growth rate of 1.63 per 
cent from 1991 to 2017 with an increase of 2.6 per cent in the second quarter 
of 2017. These numbers indicate a growing economic development and 

25 Adjusted to current prices and purchasing power parity (PPP).
26 The Gross National Income (GNI) is defined by the OECD as gross domestic product, plus 
net receipts from wages, salaries, and property income in addition to taxes and subsidies. Also 

borders but work abroad either long-term or short term. The focus is thus on cases where the 
economic interest of the person remains in the home country (OECD 2015b).
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purchasing power in the population (see Danmarks Statistik n.d.). Although 
Denmark was one of the first European countries to impose lockdown due to 

resilient. The GDP declined by two per cent in the first quarter of 2020, 
expecting to rise to more than four percent in 2021. 

Public services constitute the largest part the Danish Gross National 
Product. This is followed by the production industries and other 
manufacturing businesses. Service businesses are the third largest 
contributor. 

The Gross Domestic Product in Denmark was worth 306 billion US 
dollars in 2016 (The World Bank 2017). According to Trading Economics,27

the GDP value of Denmark, represent 0.49 per cent of the world economy. 
Considering that Denmark has only 5.8 million citizens,28 this shows that 
Denmark has a relatively strong economic position in the global market.

Nevertheless, being one of the richest nations in the world has other 
consequences. According to Statistics Denmark (Danmarks Statistik), 
Denmark is the most expensive country in the EU, with a price level 36 per 
cent above the EU average (Andersen and Bosanac 2016). Nevertheless, 
these numbers tell us nothing about the relative price level in the country, 
since Danish average pre- and post-tax wages are also significantly higher 
than those of other EU countries. One way of understanding the relative cost 
of living in Denmark, is to apply a Purchasing Power Standard.

GNP per Citizen Based on Purchasing Power Standard in Euro

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
EU
average

26,500 26,700 27,500 28,700 29,000

Denmark 33,500 33,700 34,500 35,500 36,400
Germany 33,000 33,300 34,600 36,000 35,700
Hungary 17,200 17,700 18,600 19,500 19,500
UK 28,600 29,000 30,000 31,600 31,200
Sweden 33,600 33,300 33,700 35,400 35,900

Table 2. GNP per citizen, by country. (Source: Jensen [2018]).

27 Trading Economics (tradingeconomics.com) is an international website providing historical 
as well as current financial status for various countries.
28 For comparison, Germany has a population of more than 80 million and GDP at 5.59 per 
cent of the world economy according to Trading Economics.
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According to a set Purchasing Power Standard, accounting for differences in 
living expenses in the different countries, Denmark has maintained a strong 
GNP and purchasing power (see Table 2 above). Denmark has a relatively 
high national income, and the distribution of wealth is significantly higher 
than in other countries with similar or higher GNI. The welfare state ensures 
that inequality of opportunities is minimal and that no one falls through the 
social safety net. It ensures all citizens the same quality primary education, 
free health services, and heavily subsidised day-care for children (80 per 
cent). This system encourages dual earner households and support for single 
parents, diminishing the risk of acute child poverty.

The Danish economy has not gone unaffected by fluctuations in the 
international market economy, such as the global financial inflation of the 
1980s, the 2008 crisis and the Covid-19 economic downturn of 2020. 
Despite these downturns analysis shows that the Danish economy has 
recovered and continued to grow (Formandskabet 2016), and even under the 
Covid-19 crisis, most sectors of the Danish economy have remained 
reasonably robust, and unemployment has only risen slightly. 

Furthermore, the Danish government has developed a security system 
that protects large financial institutions from bankruptcy. After the 2008 
global financial crisis, the government took responsibility for corporate loans 
that would have destroyed most of the Danish economy. As a consequence, 
the Danish state is in deeper debt, but at least the national banks and 
financial institutions are now inoculated against bankruptcy (Lundkvist 
2009a). Corporate immunity has encouraged large corporations to take 
greater risks, because they are aware of their protection against bankruptcy. 
By reenforcing large capitalism more pressure is placed on small, 
independent businesses; hence, a growing number of oligopolies and 
monopolies are dominating more and more branches in the Danish market 
(Lundkvist 2009a, 2017). This is also a global trend that is recognised as a 
consequence of capitalism (Wallerstein 2004; Tsing 2005). The state is also 
indebted by an amount that in 2015 corresponds to 54 per cent of the Gross 
Domestic Product (OECD 2018b). By comparison, the United States holds a 
debt that corresponds to 125 per cent of their GDP, Germany 79 per cent, 
and Hungary 97 per cent. 

These statistics indicate the health of the Danish economy. Unemploy-
ment is relatively low, GDP is high, and income poverty rates are minimal. 
A report published by the OECD (2016a) includes an overview of basic 
statistics from 2014, where the labour participation rate for citizens in the 

72.7 per cent, and putting Denmark in first place in terms of employment 
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rates. Furthermore, long-term unemployment (one year or more) in Denmark 
is as low as 1.7 per cent, far below the OECD average of 2.5 per cent. 

Although Denmark as a nation is in good financial shape compared to 
many other OECD countries, maintaining a welfare state remains a costly 
affair, requiring constant adjustment to global market developments and to 
local conditions (Esping-Andersen 1990a, 1996a, 1996b, 2000, 2002, 2009). 

slow growth in Danish economy, reported from earlier years, is still relevant. 
However, after the United Kingdom voted to exit from the European Union, 
Denmark now has a higher rate of growth than most other European 

Recent Danish reforms have lowered personal taxes, but increased municipal 
taxes and lowered pension benefits, leaving the state with long-term positive 
numbers. With the aim of a structural balance, the financial advisory board 
predict an increase in the workforce, a strengthened economy, and a release 
of some of the current pressure on the labour market. 

Aarhus Business Life

Aarhus, as a municipality and an urban environment, views itself as a 
business centre of international standards. This carries important 

In a 2015 report, Aarhus municipality expected to spend 25 per cent of the 
net communal budget on social transfers (Aarhus Kommune 2015). The 
local government stated that it focused strongly on employment and closely 
collaborated with local businesses in order to reach their aim for 
employment.29

Access to goods on the global market, a well-developed infrastructure, 
type of competition, and a group who are conscious about where goods are 
produced and under what circumstances, are among the important factors 

Sisters Grene) is another example of an Aarhus firm that has enjoyed great 

spread rapidly across the world. Aarhus based Arla Foods, has more than 

29 Some of their aims include accumulating 2000 new jobs each year and ensuring that 95 per 
cent of youth obtain secondary education; they also plan to reduce long-term unemployment 
and work in closer collaboration with local firms (OECD 2016b).
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19,500 employees around the world (1500 in Aarhus), and revenue of DKK 

corporation Dansk Supermarked with its headquarters also located in 

National statistics tell us that Aarhus is second after the capital of 
Copenhagen in the number of self-employed persons across most industries. 
At the same time, an EU report from 2014, revealed that Denmark has the 
third lowest proportion of self-employed of all EU-countries (Danmarks 
Statistik 2014). Why would Danes rather be wage laborers than be their own 
boss? Considering the fact that wage work ( ), and especially 
public sector jobs, comes with social benefits that does not apply to the self-
employed ( ) (such as pensions savings, holiday
pay [feriepenge], and parental leave), that the public sector employs 30 per 
cent of the workforce and the growing numbers of oligopolies, these 
statistics are hardly surprising.30 Another statistic shows that the main 

estate (Udenrigshandel 2014). The business owners I worked with all 

that most independent firms in Aarhus offer services within the health sector, 

og arbejdsstillinger. 2011). Available statistics on self-employment also 

), indicating that the self-employed are likely to be 
assisted by their spouse or life partner. This was also the case for nearly all 
the business owners I worked with in Aarhus. They were dependent on their 
family, in one way or the other, in order to successfully manage their firm. In 
Aarhus, 5.9 per cent of the active population are in this category (Budget og 

general are familiar with the concept from the farmer household. They know 
that it refers to a spouse who may or may not be employed elsewhere, but 

farm or business, with or without being on the payroll.
As one of their main developmental goals, Aarhus municipality is 

seeking to increase the number of entrepreneurs. They have formed a 
committee for this new project, the goal of which is to encourage and work 
towards an increase in the number of newly and existing businesses, with the 

30 Average in the EU was 14.3 per cent, whereas Denmark measured 8.3 per cent (Eurostat 
2003).
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goal of creating more jobs (Aarhus Kommune 2011). One of the initiatives 
included in this plan is that of offering municipally supported funds to 
entrepreneurs ( ) in need of initial capital to start a firm.31

introduce new entrepreneurs to investors and national and international 
money lending institutions, such as Accelerace.32 Both Aarhus and the 
capital city of Copenhagen have benefitted from an increase in 
entrepreneurship following the financial crisis in 2008 (Pallesen 2014). 
Whereas one in every 20 registered self-employed went out of business after 

encouragement of the municipality, which has entrepreneurship on its core 
list of municipal objectives. Will we see the same trend, post-Covid-19? The 
fact that Aarhus is an important city for tertiary education, with the highest 
proportion of students to the total population, has also contributed to the 
growth of entrepreneurship in Aarhus.33 With support and encouragement 
from the municipality and a number of institutions directed toward 
encouraging entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial students are encouraged to 
remain in Aarhus after they finish their studies and establish a business 
there.34

Nevertheless, the focus on local, small-scale entrepreneurship in 
Aarhus and in Denmark generally has been a polarising issue. Along with 
incentives to encourage start-ups, national financial development has created 
a challenging environment for new, independent firms now that large 
corporations are protected by national security and liberal economic policies, 
thus allowing a growing number of oligopolies in certain sectors (see e.g. 

Linneberg 2018). Take for example the organic industry in Denmark, which 
was initiated by small, independent producers. Today, the market for organic 
products is dominated by large corporate conglomerates and privately-
owned businesses that maintain a monopoly (Vestergaard and Linneberg 

31 Such start-up institutions include the (growth fund) such as 
(growth investment guarantee) and (get started loans) (Aarhus Kommune
2011).
32 Accelerace is an innovation company that offers support for start-ups, help with innovation 

33 With approximately 335,000 inhabitants, Aarhus has 50,000 students (Business Aarhus 
2017).
34 The branches most likely to succeed are those within manufacturing, especially of products 
suitable for export, but also welfare technology (Pallesen 2014).
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2018). In Aarhus, oligopolic corporations dominate more and more of the 
downtown commercial area. 

Plate 1. Bang & Olufsen, a successful large, Danish electronics firm making its way 
into one of the Aarhus areas dominated by local, independent shops.

partners are Germany, Sweden, and Great Britain. Trade with countries 
outside the EU, such as USA and China are also important for the Danish 
market, but here it is imports that dominate exports. The most important 
commodity groups for export are machines, foods, medicine, and dairy 

around half of all exported goods. 
The business owners in this study provide their goods and services 

locally within and around Aarhus. Simultaneously, nearly all the firms were 
dependent on online sales, through which goods were sent anywhere in the 
world if the customer was willing to pay for transport. In practice, however, 
most of the online orders came from within Denmark and even Jutland. On 
rare occasions, the business owners sent their products abroad, and some 
firms had regular customers in the neighbouring countries of Norway and 
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Sweden. In a survey published by the Aarhus municipality, 26 per cent of 
500 Aarhus businesses reported that they exported their goods.

Overall, import is larger than export in Denmark, and fruits and 
vegetables are the main import products on a national scale. Among the 
business owners in this study, all were dependent on imported goods, though 
to varying degrees. Even firms that were dedicated to using local products 
received many of their ingredients from abroad as these ingredients were 
unavailable on the Danish market.

Conclusion

The aim of this chapter has been to describe the broader framework in which 
the individuals of this study live and work. In order to arrive at a composite 
image of the past and present system of the nation-state, and the financial 
development into a global economy in which the Aarhus business owners 
take part, I started with a brief look at the development of a homogeneous 
nation-state and a distinctive Scandinavian system of welfare, built on ideals 
of sameness, universalism, and full employment. The universal welfare state 
developed with a focus on female workforce participation, abolition of child 
poverty, and reduction of benefits and means testing directed at inactive 
citizens. The business owners in this study have grown up in a welfare state 
with free medical help, free education, and ideas of sameness and 
homogeneity. I have shown that the welfare state is important for the social
security of citizens, providing a security net that ensures a relatively high 
living standard for all and comparatively low levels of inequality. 

I have situated Denmark on the global financial map and shown that 
despite its small size and population, Denmark holds a relatively strong 
economic position in the global market. The small, open market economy is 
increasingly dominated by large corporations and oligopolies in several 
sectors. Why have the business owners in this study decided to leave wage-
labour to benefit from the freedom of being their own boss, leaving behind 
welfare benefits including sickness benefits, paid holidays, and rights to paid 
parental leave? The following chapters will discuss why the Aarhus niche 
business owners chose a life of self-employment, establishing small, niche 
firms in a country where wage-labour and large corporations are trending. 
But first, we shall look deeper into the moral background of these small, 
independent business owners.





Chapter 3
Moral Background

In this chapter, I shall focus on the main theme of this thesis: moral values. 

do these concerns derive? What factors underlie their judgements of right 
and wrong, good and bad? In order to better understand the ideas and actions 
discussed in the following chapters, I shall bring in insights from 
ethnological and ethnographic studies of Scandinavian society and cultural 
history, including religion.

Dealing with the values of business owners involves dealing with 
people who confront moral choices in their everyday lives as producers, 
sellers of goods and services, as employers, in interaction with customers 
and suppliers, as well as in their behaviour as private persons. Although the 
business owners I worked with hardly qualify as elites in the context of 
Danish society, owning and managing a small business nonetheless places 
them in a position of moral responsibility that differs from the moral 
demands placed on their employees and customers. This is especially true in 
a social democratic political culture such as Denmark, where the central 

tax cheating, or unearned wealth (some of this attitude has become more 
sympathetic in the wake of the corona virus and the economic hardships of 
so many small businesses during the pandemic). 

The small business owners in this study are subject to moral decisions 
when they purchase supplies, negotiate salaries, set working hours, decide 
which products to offer, and how much they should cost. All these arenas 
channel moral economic values as the community understands and deals 
with them. These moral arenas are not limited to prices and markets, of 
course (Rapport 1997; Widding 1997). They also ramify through family life 

business owners make moral choices in both business and ordinary living. 
Some are conscious decisions over which they reflect, others take the form 
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to successfully understand and analyse the meaning of these moral domains 
and their content, this chapter begins by reviewing some anthropological 
approaches to moralities and values. This review of the anthropology of 
morality is then followed by a discussion of dominant values and morality as 
it has been reproduced and distributed in the Scandinavian political, cultural, 
and social science discourses.

Anthropology of Values

can take and the many different contexts where values matter. Gregory 

love; religious values such as purity and auspiciousness; [and] moral values 

(ibid.). 
Anthropologists were originally not concerned with the commodity 

aspect of value (Gregory 2015: xxxiii). Traditionally, they have discussed 
values from a perspective that sought out the existence of universal values. It 
dealt with the question of whether humans are inherently good or evil 
(Kluckhohn 1951; 1956; 1958), gift exchange and reciprocity (Mauss 2002 
[1950]), and later on, from a structuralist view of hierarchy or meaningful 
difference (e.g. Sahlins 1976; Dumont 1980). 

In a call for a more critical view of value as a phenomenon in need of 
constant evaluation. David Graeber discussed theories of value and values 
(Graeber 2001: 2). Graeber distinguished between three conventional ways 
of understanding value(s). First, there are values in the sociological sense, 
which is the way anthropologists traditionally have dealt with values as,

A second understanding is that of value (singular) in the economic sense, i.e. 
the degree in which objects are desired and measured and how much people 
are willing to sacrifice to get them (Graeber 2001: 1). Although this second 
approach is ascribed to economists, theorists discussing anthropological 
studies of value have dealt with value in its singular sense in the study of 
markets and commodities (i.e. Carrier 1995; Gregory 2015). However, this 
approach was often combined with a discussion of values in the plural sense, 
dealing with social and moral values in relation to material and economic 
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(Graeber 2001: 2). The Saussurian understanding of value perceives values 
in a hierarchy. Different components of the same whole contribute to the 
distinction of one over the other, and the value of one can only be 
understood in relation to another (Dumont 1980). Graeber further developed 
his own theory of value where he was concerned with what people think is 
good. He suggested we answer this question by looking at how people 

relation to these objects and the broader social relations in which they are 
involved. 

and should be desirable. Social values are the conceptions about what we 
ought to want, and they become moral values when they are guided by 

ought
is central because anthropology has demonstrated the common discrepancy 
between what individuals desire and what they ought to desire (Robbins 

pronounced sentiments.
The challenge with any study of moralities or moral values lies in the 

fact that the meanings given to values are multiple. Although every social 
community contains a general or dominating set of values and moralities, 
there are also wide variations depending on subgroups or situations (Graeber 

(Gregory 1997: 5). Children live by values created by their parents and 
grandparents and by other significant persons who influence them; as adults, 

of dominant values within a given historical time and region, these limited 
set of values represent a cultural unity (Gregory 1997: 5). We can study this 
cultural unity, while remaining aware of how this unity is contested by 
alternative values.

In society, there are dominant values and a contestation of these 
values, such as left-wing versus right-wing political parties. The two 
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political wings have two different sets of values about the individual, the 
state, about solidarity, about individual responsibility. Distinguishing which 
is the dominant depends on which part the individual identifies. Our 
problem, then, becomes one of how to distinguish the dominant values in our 
specific field of study. More importantly: to what degree do the values of our 
interlocutors overlap with the dominant values in the society? Do the small 
business owners in Aarhus reflect the dominant values of their sphere or are 
they contesting these values? The business owners I studied belonged to 
different political orientations, but they shared the conviction that small, 

This chapter deals with the search for these dominant sets of values in 
areas of social life that might influence the ways in which my Aarhus small 
business owners and their families act in the world. There are different 
interpretations of what my interlocutors understand as dominant moral 
values. The variations may differ according to their social or class 
backgrounds, employment situation, education, and current economic 
situation, to mention a few main variables. There are also differences in the 
expression and interpretation of values. And, as Pierre Bourdieu argued in 
1977, the expression of these values may vary with regards to the kinds of 
social, economic, and cultural capital that the individual possesses, 
(Bourdieu 1977). Differences in the expression of values might also appear 
in different social contexts and in interactions between different persons, 
whether they be family members or business partners. Moreover, values are 
made and remade through cultural and community discourses and the 
interpretation and expression of them may vary according to personal 
aspirations (Heintz 2014: 13).

My aim is not to provide an ethnography of Danish moralities, or even 
the morality of Danish small business owners. Rather, my aim is to 
document and analyse the different levels of which expressions of morality 
become apparent and highlight the similarities between them as a 
contribution to the comparative understanding of human sociality. On that 

a a
sociality. This means that when we as anthropologists attempt to distinguish 
and understand these concepts, we are always dealing with multiple values 
and multiple, often competing moralities (Gregory 1997: 5; Howell 1997a: 
4; Heintz 2017). However, the constant justification of moral actions is made 
with reference to what is perceived as generally good and bad. For example, 
it is generally conceived as morally bad to commit tax evasion in Denmark 
(and it is also illegal), but there are local and subjective variations in the 
perception of what is tax fraud and just stretching the rules. For business 
owners this could mean buying fish directly from a local fisherman instead 
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of your business, or receiving gifts from customers. In order to understand 
this justification-practice we need to become familiar with what may be 
understood as dominant values and moralities.

Moral Anthropology

The anthropology of morality, or moralities, has its roots in moral 

Laidlaw 2013). Anthropology dealing with moralities can be divided 

Didier Fassin criticised the anthropology of moralities for de-
contextualizing the study of moralities from politics and for not being

the substance of the social; it is not sufficient to analyse the moral codes or 
ethical dilemmas as if they could be isolated from political, religious, 

more reflexive and which relates to political issues (Fassin 2012: 5, 10). 
Fassin criticised several contributions to anthropology of moralities for 
lacking concerns about political, religious, and economic issues (e.g. Howell 
1997b; Heintz 2009b), but his criticism is misplaced. In fact, Signe Howell 
emphasized that in studying morality, the contributors to her edited volume 

That includes the moral significance of the use of exemplars; of sexuality; of 
cross-and same-sex relations; of gossip; of guilt, honour and shame; of 

Although the focus of these authors has been on one or more of these arenas 
of moral significance, this does not mean that they are isolated from each 
other. Arguing that these are arenas of moral significance, in fact,
acknowledges the importance played on all these arenas in the construction 

reflexivity is a quote from Howell where she argued that anthropologists 

contemporaries who live in different social worlds from ours and who orient 

practices is heralded as an integral part of the process of interpreting alien 

anthropologists are reflexive. Similarly, Monica Heintz opened her edited 
volume with a reflective note on how anthropologists can avoid cultural 



62 ANNE-ERITA BERTA

2).
While there are also recent contributions to the methodological study 

of morality, both Howell (1997a) and Heintz (2009a) pointed out the most 
important methodological and analytical challenges that we need to be aware 
of in order to successfully approach an understanding of morality in any 
given society. First, they highlighted the obvious challenge facing the 

existence. Second, and perhaps more important, is the recognition of the fact 
that morality is an analytical concept and not necessarily something to which 

perhaps biggest challenge is then to identify what concepts or discourses 

distinguish social acts and ideas as moral acts and ideas in the given society? 
How do we avoid conceptualising morality in a way that makes it either too 
narrow or too nebulous? These are the challenges dealt with by the 
contributors in both these two edited volumes; they are also the major 
questions in my own work with the Aarhus business owners. We are all 
trying to locate the drivers of moral behaviour, while we understand that 
morality can itself be the driver.

In her introduction to The Anthropology of Moralities, Howell (1997a) 
attempted not to define morality. She invoked the anthropologist and moral 
philosopher couple May and Abraham Edel (1959), who distinguished 

(Edel and Edel 1959: 8). Ethics narrow refers to obligations or duty, which 

moralities contain and express both discourse and practice, and they 
contribute to constituting individuality and making of action in the world 

Moralities have been understood to involve a set of principles and 
judgements based on common beliefs in actions that are right and wrong, 
and these actions are culturally and temporally situated (Munn 1986: 15; 
Heintz 2009a). Furthermore, these actions and beliefs can be understood as a 

Why do people choose to act according to the contested or the dominant 
morality?
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Durkheimian approaches to morality have been broadly accused of 

also e.g. Heintz 2009a: 2). Joel Robbins suggested that by acknowledging 
that moralities are rules, which therefore involve a freedom of reflective 
choice, we can grasp morality more easily than if we view it as everywhere 

definition of any analytical concept in order for it to make sense in a given 
social context, and to apply it analytically. I also agree that morally-based 
actions are always subject to varying degrees of individual choice. 
Nevertheless, the theories of moralities proposed by Durkheim in the early 
twentieth century, particularly those concerned with the role of desire in 
morality, continue to be relevant to contemporary studies of moralities. In 

one aspect abstracted from morality. A certain degree of desirability is 

doing what is desirable. A simplistic understanding of Durkheimian morality 

word for culture (Heintz 2014: 6). However, by adding desirability, i.e. 

approaches to morality come to resemble each other. Although people have 
the freedom and choice to act against or at the limits of the moral codes of 
their given community, individuals are subject to moral judgements made 
both by the self and imposed on them by the community, even when they are 
not fully aware of their actions (Zigon 2011: 7). This is certainly the case, as 
we shall see, with our Aarhus business owners. However, acknowledging 
freedom of choice is a crucial element in analysing how morality operates at 
the day-to-day level of social life (Laidlaw 2014).

Some Methods for Studying Values and Moralities

Among the methodological approaches to the study of morality, and 
especially if we are to investigate all the complexities between the ought and 
the is, one of the most useful approaches is that of narrative, understood as 

moralities are not necessarily shared between individuals in a group, at least 

articulation of the ethical process of attempting to regain moral comfort in 



64 ANNE-ERITA BERTA

the world by charitably negotiating moral breakdowns. What is articulated, 
then, is not a concern for meaning or mutual understanding, but rather the 
embodied struggle once again to be with others comfortably in their 

Moreover, narrative stories tell us not only of individual differences 

which meaning and moral values are publicly articulated, transmitted, 

therefore, we need to acknowledge the existence of multiple realities, not 
just on cultural, social, or community levels, but also at an individual level 
(Zigon 2011). However, application of the narrative approach as one of 
several channels to understanding local moralities must be done with 
awareness of the communicative biases between researcher and informant 
(Heintz 2014: 10). Poul, the fishmonger, was an excellent source to 
understanding moral values through narratives, when he made moral 
judgements on colleagues or employees who did not work as hard as they 
should, or spent too much money on the wrong things, while he 

floor labour) by habitually make reference to all the manual work he had 

the importance of hard work. His emphasis on hard work yields an 
anticipation that not living up to the expectations of high work performance 
could lead to moral judgement. 

Another methodology for studying morality derives from the 
suggestion that morality is easier to identify in times of crisis (Robbins 2009: 
68). This approach is not sufficient on its own, but it is obvious that times of 
crisis and extraordinary situations might be moments that highlight moral 
values, as these are also times of transformation and change. Because of this 
transformative potential, the picture we get of morality during a crisis 
situation may differ from what we might observe when studying the 

Aarhus, I found that the crisis in a family firm highlighted the values of hard 
(manual) work. Another supplementary approach to the study of morality, 
arrives from Thomas Widlok (2009), who has suggested that we construct 
different moral scenarios to test how our interlocutors make moral 
judgements. This method suffers from numerous potential biases that might 
occur from such surveys. Not only do we face the bias of presenting an 
individual with a moral dilemma in the presence and surveillance of an 
anthropologist, but we also create an artificial situation where the individual 
has time to reflect and act in ways that are far different from an actual 
situation. In addition, the individual will be biased by factors such as time, 
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place, mood, and relationship with the interviewer that might affect the result 
in a negative direction. To deal with this variation, I have conducted a 
values-oriented survey with 32 participants, and the data from this survey 
has been used as complementary support for my ethnographically grounded 
arguments. 

Values and Religion

Religion provides guidelines to determine what is right and wrong behaviour 
in a community. The relationship between secularism and religion has 
received much attention in the Scandinavian sociological and historical 
literature. The historical literature has been extensively concerned with the 
transition from pagan Vikings, with belief in mysterious Old Norse gods,35

the gradual Christianisation of Denmark marked by the reign of Harald 
Bluetooth,36 the Lutheran Christian Reformation that was popularized by the 
Danish theologian Nikolai Frederik Severin Grundtvig in the 19th century, 
and the modern insistence on Denmark as a secular state, where people 

kulturkristne).37 How 
have these religious ebbs and flows affected the development of moral 
values in Scandinavian society?

Danish anthropologist Jeppe Trolle Linnet (2011) and the Swedish-
Finnish historian Henrik Stenius (1997) agree on the importance of the 

and ritual forms of the church, they emphasised that Lutheran Christianity in 
Scandinavia cultivates an inner, individual faith. Similarly, Norwegian 
anthropologist Marianne Gullestad (1991) and Thomas Luckmann (1967) 
argued that by studying the intimate confines of the home we can find that 
religion carries meaning through inherent moral values that have developed 
from Christian morality. 

Although I have not strictly defined morality in a broad Durkheimian 
way, it is certainly true that morality or moral orientations are influenced by 
society at large, as articulated through political and religious institutions and 
practices (Laidlaw 2002: 317; Laidlaw 2014). The dominant values of 
society, in which individual values are often guided, are likely to derive from 
influential religious and/or political domains (Gregory 2015: xxxiii). 
However, while there is a clear influence of Christianity on existing 
understandings of morality, we must be cautious about automatically 

35

Sundqvist 2008.
36 See Lodberg 2001; Brink 2008; Rosesdahl 2008.
37
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assigning too much credit to Christianity for the moral lives of contemporary 
Danes, or for any society for that matter. Although some moral values and 
judgements are encouraged, imposed, and maintained through religious 
observance, many of these orientations can be understood as part of any 
form of sociality, independent from religious affiliation, if not inherently 
human (Firth 1953: 148). One example from the world of alcohol: while 
Denmark, Sweden, and Norway all have dominant Evangelical Lutheran 
churches with pietistic elements, the libertarian attitude toward alcohol 
differs profoundly from the more restrictive, state-controlled alcohol 
distribution in Sweden and Norway.

Anthropologists have provided evidence that social communities in all 
corners of the world act and behave within moral social communities, 
although the meanings, understandings, and actions related to these values 
sometimes differ greatly (see for example Munn 1986; Humphrey 1997; de 
Sardan 1999). Danes are exposed to Christian religious moralities 
throughout their educational system, starting already in day-care institutions 
from age nine months until University. But they are also exposed to social 
democratic and national ideas through school history teaching and exposure 
to political campaigns.

In The Protestant Ethic and The Spirit of Capitalism in Norway,
Christen T. Jonassen (1947) claims that the Norwegian Lutheran reformist 
Hans Nielsen Hauge adopted some concepts from the Lutheran religion and 
gave them new meaning, value, and vitality, transforming them into more or 
less the same behaviouristic premises as that of Calvinism (Jonassen 1947b: 
681). We can make a similar claim about the Danish theologian and 
Enlightenment thinker Grundtvig. Grundtvig transformed Lutheranism with 
influence from the French Revolution and Enlightenment ideas in a way that 

community, and equity (values that were not encouraged by Luther 

ascribed to values of community ( ), work ethic (arbejdsmoral), 
and sameness (lighed) existed before or since the introduction of 
Lutheranism, the effort of Grundtvig and other reformists emphasized and 
reenforced these values and presented them as both Christian and Danish.

Although Grundtvig should not be credited with the introduction of 

philosopher, educator and prolific writer, successfully managed to enlighten 
the Danish people with ideas of freedom, self-sufficiency, and independence, 



MORAL BACKGROUND 67

encouraged people to act together with other community members in a 
variety of associational configurations.

In Aarhus, I encountered Danish associations and organisations that 
are an important part of community life today (Bruun 2011; 2012), such as 
community meals ( ). These community initiatives grew out of 
the encouragement from Grundtvigianism to come together in 
forsamlingshuse (village halls), folk high schools ( ), and 
establish foreninger (voluntary associations) that encouraged teamwork and 
co-operation around shared activities (Jenkins 2011: 57; Hall and Campbell 

Grundtvigianism is said to have succeeded in making Protestantism a 

enthusiasm for the benefit of other people and the well-being of all (Koch 
1943: 29). In the same movement, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, 
Folkekirken, has evolved into a democratically governed folk church driven 
by the belief that the church should be a church, both for and of, the people 
(Thorkildsen 2006). Grundtvig also established the first folk high schools 
( ) a network of adult education institutions offering people the 
right to further civic education, all of which were important steps towards 
the equity/sameness ideals of the modern Danish social democratic welfare 
state (on the folk high school movement and modern folk high schools see 
especially Borish 1991).

Generally, Scandinavia and Denmark are viewed as secular nations.
Few people attend church (beyond baptism, confirmation, weddings and 
funerals), and in nation-wide surveys, few Danes admit that they are 
religious or believe in God.38 I am concerned with the influence religion 
might have had on moral and social values. There is no doubt that Grundtvig 
and his followers had great influence and mobilized the Danish population 
under the ideas of the folk (folket) and a broader folkelighed (national-

38 According to the European Value Study (EVS) 2008 (see Nielsen 2014: 264) 88 per cent of 
the population viewed themselves as members of a religious denomination whereas 40 per 
cent claim they never attend religious services, and 40 per cent claim they attend less than 
twice a year. Accordingly, 10 per cent say they attend several times per year, only 2.6 per cent 
once a week, and 7.4 per cent once a month. According to the same EVS survey, 63.6 per cent 
of the Danish population profess a belief in God, whereas 72.3 per cent consider themselves 
religious. With the variables of asking people more in depth about their belief in God, only 
13.4 per cent stated that they with certainty believed in God (A. M. Nielsen 2014: 266). 
According to these statistics, Denmark has many believers and Christians; they are only not 
very active in the community of religion, at least not the official community. In addition, they 
are very ambivalent as to how they perceive religion. Statistics show that 20.9 per cent of the 
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decent compassionate behaviour towards other members of the community 
( ) could very well stand on their own, without the message of 
God or Christ being involved. The forum for spreading these ideas was thus 
religious, but the content builds more on being human than being religious.

Moral in Danish

The definitive Danish language dictionary, Den Danske Ordbog, defines the 
Danish word moral
perception of what are good and bad ideas and actions, especially related to a 

moral is defined 
morale kampgejst], 

(translated from Den Danske Ordbog 2018). One of the examples the 
dictionary gives to how the word moral can be used in a sentence regards tax 

moral in relation to 

this sense, lack of moral and unethical behaviour is synonymous. Other 
moral

moral moral moral, the
moral was so good that the 

moral
This definition and the examples following them, gives us an impression of 
how Danish society understands and uses the term moral. We see hints of 
national pride and clear directions for what values Danish society should be 
protecting and cultivating in their shared moralities. Similarly, the moral 
judgement condemning cheating on taxes encourages solidarity and 
community in the re-distributional project which is the welfare state.

We can identify guiding principles or dominant values in various 
historical, political, and religious sources about Denmark. In what way have 
these dominant moralities influenced the moral orientations of small,
Aarhusian business owners?

Spending time with Danish shopkeepers allowed me to identify 
various value orientations that I have narrowed down to four main concepts 
that make them analytically comparable. These are the concepts of equity 
(lighed), community ( ), justice ( ), trust (tillid), and the 
value of hard work (arbejdsmoral). The same five concepts are cited by 

from Skive, Jutland (see also Jenkins 2006: 373). These themes also 
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reappear in various Scandinavian ethnographies, in historical publications, in 
political and public debates, and in international media reports on Denmark 
and Scandinavia regarding trust, civil society, social equality, well-being, 
and happiness. 

The broad acknowledgement of these value orientations in local as 
well as national discourses qualifies them as core themes in any study of 
values and moralities in Danish or Scandinavian society (Bendixen, 
Bringslid, and Vike 2018a: 2). I recognized the presence of these sentiments 

customers, and in the commentaries diffused in the public media. I could 
trace them in social relationships within families, and between neighbours
and friends. What effect does the constant exposure to these sentiments as 

actions?
The amount of attention equity (lighed), community ( ),

justice ( ), trust (tillid), and the value of hard work (arbejdsmoral),
have received throughout modern history in both scholarly and public 

Bringslid, and Vike 2018b: 4]), makes them relevant as concepts to be 
subjected to analysis and critique. Indeed, these concepts have been subject 
to critical assessment by several scholars. However, their continuing 
reappearance in Scandinavian social anthropology has contributed to their 

2001a; Bendixen, Bringslid, and Vike 2018a). In fact, egalitarianism (or 
rather sameness) is recognised by anthropologists as one of few uniquely 

and Bozeman 2002: 65). My suggestion is not that we should automatically 
naively accept that Scandinavians in general value work, justice, equity, and 
community more than do other peoples. One would be hard-pressed to find 
any society that does not in some way place a high value on hard work, 
justice, equity, and community in some culturally specific form. Rather, my 
task here is to understand how these sentiments and their history were 
expressed and perceived in my field site, and specifically among 
independent small business owners in Aarhus with their special relationship 

In his ethnography Det glemte Folk (The forgotten people) (1983), 

significance of community ( ) and work ethic (arbejdsmoral)
specifically as these pertain to Danish self-employed fishermen and farmers. 
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ethnography, conducted in the late 1970s, serves to elucidate these values 

centred on the nuclear family as an economic unit, working together to 
maintain their way of life. However, the community of fishermen/farmers, 
housewives, and drivers made up an interdependent economy, in which the 
household unit was morally and economically embedded. The co-existence 
among these people required a strong moral sense of community to sustain 
itself. All members of the community needed to work hard not only to meet 

urban wage-labour-based communities; the fisher and farm families were 
also expected to work hard as part of the community. They were morally 
obliged in the sense that although they could choose not to work as hard as 
the other fishermen, or to produce less, the expectations from other members 
limited any deviation from this system of moral obligations (see also 

have been central for the self-owning life mode that was dominant in 
Denmark for so long. The social organisation of this independent household 
enterprise life mode is not unique to rural Danes, of course. Self-employed 
fishers, farmers, and craftsmen exist throughout the world in small inter-
dependent communities (e.g. Cohen 1999). 

The most influential work on Scandinavian equality derives from the 
ethnographic works of Norwegian anthropologist Marianne Gullestad. Over 
three decades, Gullestad authored many studies of everyday life in Norway. 

among working-class mothers in suburban Norway, where she found that 
equality translated as sameness (likhet) was the key determining factor by 
which people socialised and created a segregated and homogenized sociality 
(Gullestad 1984). The importance of following the codes of equality have 
been acknowledged as a characteristic of Scandinavian sociality that 
contributes to the creation of a highly segmented society where people 

economic, intellectual, ethnic, or other indices of belonging (Gullestad 2002; 
Larsen 2011). Judgements of sameness/equality are based on a variety of 
factors that can vary from the furnishings in your house to shared ideas about 
politics and culture (Gullestad 1984; Gullestad 2002: 47).

These ethnographies sociality gives us useful information about 
Scandinavian value orientations, and the similarity between the different 
cases across diverse Scandinavian communities provides confirmation of the 
importance of equality values generally. Orientations around equity, 
community, and work ethic are continuously confirmed and reproduced as 
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ideologies of Scandinavian identity; they appear in the popular discourse as 
well as in social science and history (e.g. Gundelach 2004a; Jenkins 2011; 
Linnet 2011; Kastrup 2013). Although there is little doubt that the imagined 
sameness in Scandinavian communities is socially and culturally 
constructed, the fact of growing up and living in a society where these 
imaginaries are constantly reproduced and articulated has a profound impact 
on how people think and act. On the path to understanding the value of these 
values in Scandinavian societies we shall now review some regional 
ethnographic accounts of the concepts of work, sameness/equality and 
hygge. Can these accounts give us insights into and help us understand the 

hygge? Can 
we draw generalized conclusions from these accounts?

The Meaning of Work

Gyldendal Store Danske dictionary suggests that we understand the Danish 
word for work (arbejde) as an activity that demands effort. Work always 

emphasises that effort (indsats) is always necessary in order for the person to 
satisfy their desires, and that work should be understood as this effort 
(Schnack 2016). The definition goes on to state that poverty is a problem 
with people having limited access to fulfil their needs, but that with effort, 
this can be changed (ibid.).39

The perspective on work presented in this gives us a generous hint 
about the Danish perspective on work. The dictionary statements indicate an 
attitude towards work as something that requires engagement from the 
individual. As long as one puts effort into something, they can better their 
situation. Work is thus presented as a choice people make to meet their 
needs and desires. In this logic, hard work reflects a valuation of fulfilling 

simply chosen not to work hard.
One of the central themes that concerned the small business owners 

featured in this study was their common commitment to hard work 
(arbejdsmoral; work ethic), a work ethic that operated not only for the 
benefit of themselves but for the community and society. They all shared 
some version of a work ethic that asserted a moral value of hard work as a 
community-based work ethic (arbejdsmoral). Arbejdsmoral thus refers to the 
expectations people have towards the amount of effort, engagement, and 

39 Der er ingen ting, der kommer af sig 
Den som vil have noget, 

(Those who desire something must work for it).
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prudence a person places on their work tasks. These expectations vary across 
groups, workplace, generations, and between individuals. 

What do Scandinavian ethnographies tell us about the work ethic, and 
what can history tell us about the background for such sentiments? 
Anthropologists have highlighted the strong Lutheran and pietistic tradition 
in the Scandinavian countries (Jonassen 1947; Larsen 2011). When 
reviewing Scandinavian ethnography with reference to the ennobling 
valuation of hard work, it is thus necessary to acknowledge the influence of 

ethic and the development of Western capitalism (see e.g. Borre 2004). 
Work ethic, or concern for the moral value of hard work, has been 

exemplified with narrative stories of women perfecting their household skills 
and the practical benefits of learning them, intertwined with the teaching of 

argued, derived from a Protestant work ethic emphasising responsibility and 
a high valuation of hard work, together with moderate consumption habits 
(Gullestad 1997: 206). Similar narratives have been described about 

in common that they deal with older generations and their upbringing in a 

incomparable with our modern digital realities today. Since the 1950s, there 
has been a massive growth in welfare, improved economic stability, and 
higher living standards (Gullestad 1996, 1997; Bejder and Kristensen 2016). 
In the older generations, the centrality of the concept of dannelse (proper 

(Winther-Jensen 2017). Children were brought up with the notion that they 

class families, all members of the household were expected to contribute to 

tradition goes back centuries, as illustrated in the painting by Carl Ludvig 
Petersen from 1879.
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Plate 2. Dannelse. This painting by Carl Ludvig Petersen (1879) illustrates the 
implications of Dannelse. The painting was used in the education of children up to 
the first decade of this century.

Despite increased value placed on individual self-realization, the strong 
emphasis on work discipline remains important in Scandinavian sociality. In 
her ethnography from a Danish neighbourhood, Birgitte Romme Larsen 

40 Larsen showed that because 

kinds of sentiments continue a long tradition for valuation of work in Danish 
public discourse (TNS Gallup 1960) and are visible in public debates 

Psykolog advarer: 

40 See also Melhuus and Borchgrevink (1984).
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Arbejd, arbejd!) (Dam and Erhardtsen 2013).41

G. Prakash Reddy, an Indian anthropologist who carried out four 
months of fieldwork in the village of Hvilsager, near Aarhus, commented on 

homes (Reddy 1993).42

Emphasis on work and having full-time employment became a vital 
element in the welfare state. One of the aims of the Scandinavian welfare 
states was to secure workforce participation for as many people as possible. 
In order for this goal to be achieved, the state was dependent on a population 
that was willing to take wage work or start their own firm (Stenius 2010; 
Bendixen, Bringslid, and Vike 2018b). The constant reproduction of hard 
work as a desired quality in Danish citizens (you are what you do) is thus a 
political goal as well as it is a socially accepted value. And the maintenance 
of this work ethic is confirmed repeatedly in European Value Surveys and 
other data showing that Danes do place significant value on work, and on 

discipline rather than continuing surveillance. Later in Chapter 5, we shall 
see how the emphasis on hard work is related to a general misbelief in wage-

When we have established the degree to which the work ethic, 
arbejdsmoral, plays a role in the value orientations ascribed to Danish 
citizens, this should mean that a concern for hard work is unique to 
Scandinavia or Denmark. However, in my previous fieldwork among Orang 
Rimba, a group of nomadic forest dwellers in Sumatra, Indonesia, I found 

would say about the Danes I know. For Orang Rimba, ability to undertake 
hard work was the number one factor by which a spouse was chosen. The 
most common reason for divorce was unsatisfying work performance by the 
husband (Berta 2014b). Among Orang Rimba, men should expect to work up 
to a year to demonstrate his worth as provider to his prospective future in-

must continue to work hard throughout his life to prove his worth for his 
affines and his wife. Making reference to hard work and drudgery was 

41 Note that we may recognize these sentiments also as capitalist sentiments introduced with 
industrial society.
42

views of Danes, his observations are useful for understanding how Danes may appear to 
someone completely unaware of Danish norms and culture.
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central to Orang Rimba in everyday conversation, and laziness or a poor 
work ethic could lead to fatal social exclusion, an outcome that hardly relates 
to any Danish context (Berta 2014a).43 What is important here, therefore, is 
not the number of hours spent at the work place, or an actual measurement of 

it is the ethos of hard work, which is important, for it is this ethos that 
constitutes and is articulated as a desirable Danish cultural trait, a trait that 

Justice

Historian Hans Fredrik Dahl (1986) claims that the success of social 
democracy in Denmark was built upon what we might refer to, with E.P. 

lighed), community ( ),
justice ( ), trust (tillid), and the value of hard work (arbejdsmoral),
was later adopted by church and government. While these ideals might be 
considered an expression of a simple romanticism, there is no doubt that they 
were sustained by political and religious reforms. Through fairy tales, 
popular music, arts, and crafts, the Nordic ideals of justice and fairness 
( ) continued to penetrate the minds of the population. 
Children, up until present day, have grown up with stories and music 
promoting values that build on and continue these incentives (Dahl 1986: 

Danish schools, repeated these fairy tales, stories, and songs, promoting 
ideals of justice, modesty, and a desirable homogeneity (in the sense of not 

shop owner, justified her high prices with reference to distinguished quality. 
She was concerned with offering just prices to her customers, and morally 

) made 
her feel the need to justify why her goods were sold at a higher price than 
similar, but poorer quality, goods in competing shops.

43

views of Danes, his observations are useful for understanding how Danes may appear to 
someone completely unaware of Danish norms and culture.
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Hans Christian Andersen, a cherished storyteller in Denmark, is 

a moralistic message against the upper layers of society. The story is a 
universal critique of vanity, self-indulgence, and pride; it exposes an 
unequal, pretentious, sycophant society laid bare by the straight-talking child 
who blurts out what others refuse to say, that the emperor has no clothes on.

Whereas the German concept of Volk had its origin in the upper 
classes and was used to legitimize aggression towards other peoples and 
nations, the Scandinavian meaning of folk has its roots in a discourse of 
democracy and equality with Janteloven

first outlined in a book from 1933 by the Danish-Norwegian author Aksel 
Sandemose.

ideals of equality and justice. In his essential work En flygtning krydser sit 
spor

Janteloven), which is still obligatory reading in every Danish school 
curriculum. Janteloven describes the insistence on equity, reinforced by 
envy, jealousy, and extreme degrees of levelling and social control. 
Sandemose wrote his influential Jantelov, composed of ten 

sentiments, depicting a man who returns from the city to his remote small 
town of origin. 

The Danish small-town society that Sandemose vividly depicts a 
sociality that is still relevant to contemporary Danes (see Jenkins 2011). In 
fact, the Law of Jante is argued to originate from a Nordic idea of caution 
(forsigtighed
Schack 2018). The most important of the ten commandments that comprise 
the Law of Jante is a warning that one should never view oneself as special: 

u skal ikke tro, du er

) (ibid.).44

has a place in public debates when it is regularly critiqued and debated both 
as positive levelling mechanism against those who are too pretentious, and 
an impediment to individual initiative and innovation (fear of standing out, 
jealousy by others that one is talented). As such, Janteloven is often invoked 
in opposition to American consumerism and showing off but also in 
comparison to a praised American-style individualism, risk-taking and 

44 (Arrogance brings you down) can relate both to the biblical cardinal 
sin, pride (latin superbia), and the German concept of Schadenfreude, which involves 
enjoyment in observing the misfortune of others (cognate to the Danish word skadefryd).
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innovation (Ibsen 2012: 20). Such sentiments were repeatedly reconfirmed 
by the Aarhus business owners who spent a lot of time convincing me that 

their wealth, or they reminded me that they did not buy new clothes until 

[ ]).
The Law of Jante has thus played an important role in the limitation of 

pluralism and the reproduction of homogeneity, and it is a common 
reference (or excuse) for Danish social conflicts or personal failures (Dahl 

) should be understood as a set of 
sentiments directed at keeping individuals from standing out and maintaining 
sameness (lighed) within their social group through the limitation of 
injustice ( d). The social democratic appeals for Danes to show 

solidaritet
(
(samfundssind)45, all overlap with the stress on justice, homogeneity and 
sameness expressed in the Jantelov.

Community, Equity, and Sameness

Many of the Scandinavian ethnographers depict Scandinavia as a region that 
is seemingly obsessed with equality, understood as avoidance of differences, 
or even refusal to acknowledge or accept differences. Sameness, 
homogeneity, and equality are three concepts that have made their mark on 
Scandinavian ethnography ever since Gullestad paved the way with her 

Gullestad has provided evidence that Scandinavian individualism contains 
an element of conformity that favours equality in the sense of sameness. She 
argued that Scandinavians avoid focussing on dissimilarities and that they 
tend to avoid socialising with those who are different from themselves in 
terms of social class, economy, and moral values (Gullestad 1984).46

sameness) contributes to a homogeneity and denial of differences (Gullestad 
1984: 1992), if not outright rejection in the form of petty racism or 
provincialism. What is special about the Scandinavian form of equality is 

45

46 A common complaint of most foreigners who settle in Denmark for shorter or longer 
periods is that it is very difficult to make friends with Danes, to be invited home, or to enter 
Danish social circles; Danes themselves also comment on the friendliness of foreigners when 
they travel abroad as distinct from the more closed society from which they come.
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that it does not stand in opposition to individualism. The kind of equality 
Gullestad suggests is dominant in Norway involves independence, self-
sufficiency, and self-control, all characteristics that Richard Jenkins, in his 
study of Denmark, associates with Danish identity (Gullestad 1989: 85;
Jenkins 2011: 55).47

Apart from hygge, high taxes, and being assessed as the happiest 
people in the world,48 Denmark is perhaps most known internationally for its 
high levels of social equality (Bendixen, Bringslid and Vike 2018b: 2). 
Denmark scores high on numerous equity scales and as a nation, Denmark 
has for long taken on a self-representation of equity, or lighed better 

49

equity and community ( ) are qualities that are highlighted 
as explanations for why Danes continue to score high on happiness surveys, 
whereas economic stability and wealth are downplayed (Anderson 2016;
Helliwell, Layard and Sachs 2016; Hetter 2016). The reoccurrence of reports 
presenting Denmark as a happy and hyggeligt
of social equality, trust, mutual respect, tolerance, and a unique sense of 

Danes are regularly exposed to media reports that confirm these ideals and 
encourage the belief in their veracity.50

Hence, our analysis obtains more nuance by supplementing the 
concept of equity (lighed) with the concept of conformity. Numerous 
studies, and my own field experience, suggest that Danes are more 
conformist than they are equal. People conform to the norms and regulations 
of the welfare state, showing high levels of trust in the authority of the state 

Danish parents will place their children in day-care institutions before or 
soon after they celebrate their first birthday, we should think that the future 
would be even more conformist. Principles of conformity articulated as 

minimize social differences, the day-care institutions aim to offer equal 
opportunities for all children. In the teaching plan ( ) for 
Danish schools and day-care institutions, three key concepts are central: 

47 It also involves home-centeredness, desire for peace and quiet, appreciation of nature, and 
stability (Gullestad 1989: 85).
48 See Helliwell, Layard, and Sachs (2016).
49 lige lighed can mean 

50

and Larsen 2017).
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individuality (individualitet), community ( ), and equity (lighed)

Education] 2018). These principles specify the importance of individual 
needs, simultaneously stating the high importance of social competence, 
which can only be achieved through participation in the community 
( ). The teaching plans highlight the importance of cooperation 
and that children learn to become a part of and stay in the group. The 
teaching plan states that it is only through membership in the community 
that the children can experience strength (styrke), meaning (betydning), and 
social recognition (anerkendelse). The plan further states that it is only 
through daily repetition of re-creating this community that children can 
become socially competent. Little wonder that attempts to measure 

talented from less talented children, are bitterly opposed by the pedagogues 
as antithetical to community and solidarity.

The consequence of a well-functioning welfare state focusing on dual 
earner families, increased pension age, and early institutionalisation of 
children, is a system where the state takes growing responsibility for 

to the group. The frequent reminders of how equal, just, communal, and 
os Danskere) are, produces a feeling of moral 

commitment to live up to these values (and shaming of those who do not; for 

while citizens had been instructed not to undertake foreign travel). They also 
inspire aspirations toward their Danish national identity (Jenkins 2006: 385). 
The cultural construction of community and equality, therefore, does not 

democratic values is an important governmental objective, intended to 
ensure that the population remains loyal to the political system (Melhuus 
1999: 71; Fridberg 2004; Hall and Campbell 2017). The social democratic 

the collective (paying taxes, taking full-time work instead of relying on 
welfare benefits). The government has succeeded in creating a sense of the 

view that the welfare state is theirs, and by cheating and betraying the 
welfare system, you betray yourself (Gundelach 2004b: 271). This moral 
conviction forms an important part of Scandinavian conformity that brings 
the individual into a binding community (Stenius 1997). The Aarhus 
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business owners revealed their belief in this moral conformity when they 
claimed that they were happy to pay taxes. 

Nordic and Danish citizens are confronted with a presentation of their 
own country, society, state, and selves as agents of these sentiments in their 
everyday lives, through the constant reproduction of such self-
proclamations. In order to understand the realities of the Danes who are 
described in this book, it is thus important to keep in mind the amount of 
exposure they have to such promotion about themselves and their societies 
as communicated through various institutions, education and media 
channels. Another social construction is the concept of hygge.

A Note on the Concept of Hygge

No ethnography on Denmark can escape hygge (pronounced HEU-geh). It 
deserves an explanation just because during the months I spent in Denmark, 
we were constantly having conversations about and performing hygge. The 

hyggelig ), which is 
), is well 

hours with a group of Danes in any informal setting. Hygge is important for 
many reasons, but I discuss it here because it plays a key role in the 
everyday life of the people with whom I did fieldwork. Hygge is an emic, 
Danish term that can refer to a specific object, person, place, situation, 
mood, or atmosphere, which generates a feeling of well-being in the 
individuals who are experiencing it. It is a concept that many ethnographers 
working in Denmark and Scandinavia have described and analysed,51 and it 
is recognised as an important cultural trait (see for example Hansen 1980;

2011). In recent years, the concept of hygge has become popularized to an 
extent that hygge has been recognised as an iconic Danish concept, if not a 
brand. Its international popularity peaked in 2017 when it gained official 
status as an English word and made its way into the Oxford English 
Dictionary. The English translation describes hygge 
cosiness and comfortable conviviality that engenders a feeling of 
contentment or well-being (regarded as a defining characteristic of Danish 

hygge gives it both much more specific and much broader connotations at 
hygge 

Linnet, hygge is:

51 The Swedish equivalent is mysigt, and in Norwegian koselig.
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an emic Danish term for a certain quality of sociality, its 
etymological origin lying in the Norwegian language (and further 
back to Old Norse). References to its meaning in eighteenth-century 
Norwegian centre on such connotations as the safe habitat; the 

a caring orientation, for example toward children; a civilized mode 
of behaviour that other people find easy to get along with, one that 
soothes them and builds their trust; a house that, while not splendid 
or overly stylish, is respectably clean and well-kept (Linnet 2011: 

Hygge is a concept that is important to Danes, at the individual up to the 
political level (see Linnet 2011; 2012a; 2012b). Contrary to the inherent 
meaning of the term, hygge has become an export item. True hygge
enthusiasts would refuse to admit that hygge has grown to become a 
marketing ploy. Nevertheless, hygge can be purchased in the form of a 
hyggelig sofa or the hyggelig
hyggeligt, and the consequence is an uhyggelig (un-hyggelig) reaction for 
those who insist on the genius of the concept. Hygge is popularly understood 
in relation to the other Danish values of modesty, simplicity, trust, and non-
material well-being (Bennike 2016). 

when my host family and I shared a bowl of our favourite sweets 
(slik) in front of the TV on Friday nights. We created hygge when we 
brought tea candles to a summer cottage, even as we worried that our rented 
cottage would not have any candle plate to put them on, possibly taking 
away an important element of hygge. We were having hygge when we rolled 
the (marzipan logs), together in the bakery, and we met
hyggelige people who chatted with us when they served us our coffee at the 

hyggelig with snow in December, and we noticed that some 
people found it uhyggeligt (uncomfortable, disconcerting) when they saw an 
immigrant woman wearing a burqa. If I were to list how many times I heard 
reference to hygge in one day, as a verb, adjective, or noun, to describe a 
situation, an activity, a person, or an atmosphere, I would be an 
anthropologist of hygge, too. My point is that hygge, whether it is a cultural 
construct used to mask hierarchy, cover differences, or deal with otherwise 
boring work tasks and uncomfortable situations, it is an important part of 
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Conclusion

The Aarhus business owners enact a dominant moral imaginary. This chapter 
has dealt with the analytical concepts of values and morality. It has discussed 
different analytical as well as methodological approaches to these concepts. 
To draw out what I suggest are the components of a dominant morality in the 
world of the Aarhusian business owners, I have identified some central 
values and their expression in history, public discourse, and in the 
ethnographic studies of Scandinavian communities. These values involve the 
concepts of work ethic, equality understood as sameness, ideals of justice, 
and community. 

Common for the concepts of work ethic, justice, equality, and 
community ( and ) are that they are 
all value orientations built on perceptions about what is right and wrong 
(rigtigt og forkert). In the enactment of the local perception of morality 
(moral), I witnessed that these four value concepts were central elements in 

moral)
is expressed in the following chapters, the meanings ascribed to moral will 
vary, and I will deal with these meanings when they occur. However, we 
may fruitfully translate the Danish concept of moral into the English 
equivalent of morality without requiring further explanation. 

As an analytical tool, morality refers to the sentimental judgements 
people make in their everyday lives. It refers to everyday moral judgements 
of right and wrong. The local concept moral represents the container of what 
is perceived by the majority of local society to be proper and improper 
behaviour, attitudes, and sentiments. Highly simplified; moral is the overall 
term used to refer to values of right and wrong. Ideas and incentives that 
promote work ethic, community, sameness, and justice are inherent in 
Danish social, political and social science discourses. Hygge proves to be a 
crucial factor in constituting or expressing the desired behaviour. 

Although the meaning prescribed to social values differs among 
groups, individuals, temporalities, and social situations, there exists a general 
perception among the Aarhusian business owners, as with any human 
community, that their values and morality are shared and mutually 
understood by all members of society and the given group. These values and 

moral is
always a potential source of conflict (Heintz 2008). Morality and values are 
not stable, of course. They evolve and change over time, between 
generations, depending on situations, and in different social relationships.

While Danish politicians strive to maintain an equity-ideal, this does 
not mean that Scandinavia, Denmark, or the business owners in Aarhus are 
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egalitarian societies. Their emphasis on equality (as sameness), however, 
creates a society divided into different, homogeneous groups, all of which 
are at work trying to maintain sameness within their own exclusive 
community or enclave. These social enclaves can be centred around the 
neighbourhood, the workplace, the family, or a business zone somewhere in 
the city.

Throughout this study, therefore, we will endeavour to show how 
business owners, employees, and family members, through various 
strategies, try to maintain equality, understood as sameness, within their own 
group. More importantly, we shall see how what I refer to as moralities, 
including work ethics and values of community, sameness and justice, are 
not only vital to the success of these self-employed business owners, but 
operate as moral control mechanisms that are essential to the financial 
success of their firms. Morality and petty capitalism go hand in hand.





Chapter 4
Ikan: A Family Firm as an Economic and Moral Unit

capitalist enterprise? This chapter seeks to answer this question by giving a 
detailed description of one particular family firm, a fish wholesaler and 

dynamics. Hence, we begin by describing the origins of Ikan as a family firm 
and the varying socio-political circumstances in which the firm has evolved. 

over time? How has the market changed from the late nineteenth to the 
twenty-first century? What did the husband-and-wife team who founded 
Ikan do to succeed in business? What were, and are, the roles of family 

uses the developments within Ikan to highlight the challenges facing other 
similar small, independent enterprises as they try to cope with the dynamics 

Family firms are never stable. Hence, in the second part of this 
chapter, we describe the major changes in management which led to a 

his son-in-law, Poul. While this conflict was ostensibly centred on changing 
styles of management, there was also a deeper conflict over a set of moral 
values as to how a family business should be run. This interaction between 
family economy and family morality is the theme of this chapter. 

that this study deals with business owners who, as independent small 
business people, oppose large-scale corporate capitalism. These small 
business owners operate with a value set which encourage a combination of 
modest consumption and hard, independent work, symbolized by long hours 
of labour at the workplace, and motivated by a will to contribute to the 
community rather than simply accumulating personal wealth. This particular 
set of small business values, together with the fact that they all pursue their 
dreams of doing something they personally enjoy, either by making a living 
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out of their hobbies or by creating something new, is a vital foundation to 

value set can be threatened. It can be threatened when the firm undergoes 
shocks from outside, changes from within, or even what may be a routine 
generation transfer from older owner to younger family member who might 
have a more management-centred style. Ikan was affected by these kinds of 
tensions. By examining a rupture in this family firm and the possible factors 

reproduction. It is important because morality operates at two levels: it 
enables the firm to survive and prosper, and it fulfils the kinds of family 
obligations which ultimately form the backbone of most family firms. I
present the family from three perspectives: narrative, archival, and historical. 

sentiments as they were expressed to me during my fieldwork as 
anthropologist, family friend, work colleague, and household member. 
Through the many roles I played in data collection, the various stories I 
heard about the Ikan firm varied in length, detail, focus, and content, 
depending on who was narrating and the context of the story-telling. The 

narrator wanted me to have. However, the narrative accounts provide 
valuable insights into the moral and social values of the narrators. The 
stories they choose to share and how they frame these stories can help us 
understand who they are and what kind of firm they think Ikan is and should 
be. To fill as many gaps as possible, I complement the story with archival 
material and historical accounts. I will begin with the story of Ikan, as it is 
presented in historical and archival accounts.

Genealogies of a Firm: A History of Patriarchy

pseudonym) decided to transform his private fishing boat into a retail 

prominent position in the community. When he established his firm, around 
1890 Christianity still had a strong presence in local Danish society, and 
clergy of the Evangelical Lutheran church (which is also the Danish state 
church) were much respected. Niels was off to a good start: he already had 
the boat, and his initial capital most likely came from his own savings. There 
was considerable overlap between his household- and his business economy, 
as was typical for small family firms at the time and was certainly not as 

German GmbH) business structure. With industrialisation and urbanisation, 
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the need for new capital investments also increased the need for credit. This 

economy (Weber 1999). Hence, instead of placing the debt upon the entire 
family, aspiring Danish small business owners gradually separated the 

Jacobsen 1997).

Figure 1. The Ikan family.

In the late nineteenth century, the Aarhus dock was alive with fishing boats 
and shops. The harbour had expanded heavily between 1840 and 1860, 
allowing long distance trade to an extent that rapidly made Aarhus into 

morning, the catch of the night arrived with the many fishing vessels, and the 
fishermen immediately sold off their catch in auctions on the dock. Like the 
other fishmongers, Niels would bid on the different fish and take it back to 
his boat, where he would rinse and prepare the fish for his customers. In the 
first years after Niels started his business, the population of Aarhus 
expanded from 15,000 in 1870 to more than 50,000 in 1900, and Niels and 
other entrepreneurs also saw their businesses grow (see also Jessen 2016).
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Kurt as an innovative person who, like his father, was engaged in the local 
community. Business went well, and Kurt wanted to try something different. 
Soon he started a wholesale section of his fishmongering, alongside the retail 
trade, and he continued his success on the dock. With the exception of the 
financial crisis of the 1930s and the German occupation between 1940 and 
1945, the Ikan fishmongering firm grew steadily (Kold 2015). In the decades 
after the Second World War, Aarhus also continued to grow as an urban 
economic centre for Jutland and for foreign markets. The city acquired high-
rise apartment buildings, row-house developments and modernist 
architecture similar to that of other growing European cities (Jessen 2016). 
The dominant industries consisted of two main corporations: one 
manufacturing dairy and other farm products from the surrounding 
agricultural hinterland, and one in fish processing. All industry was located 
in the harbour area, and although Aarhus has developed far beyond the 
harbour, the Aarhus dock still stands as an iconic image representing the 

connection with the outside world.
Seventy years after Niels started to deal fish from his pram on the 

dock, it was time for the third generation to take over. It was the mid-1900s, 
and Ikan now consisted of a wholesale depot on the dock and a retail shop in 
the city centre. After 40 years of ownership, Kurt divided the business 
between his two sons. The oldest, also named Kurt, took over the retail 
section, and second son Niels continued the wholesale section (see figure 1). 
Like his father and his father before him, Niels involved his own sons in the 
firm from an early age. He expected the children to work in the firm when 
they were not in school. Only a few years after Niels and Kurt had taken 
over the two shops from their father in the 1960s, Kurt senior died 
unexpectedly. Niels decided to take his youngest son Karl, still a teenager, 
out of school. Since Kurt junior had no heirs, Karl took over his retail shop. 
Karl never returned to school, but he proved to be an able worker and 
manager, despite his young age.

After ten years of managing the retail shop uptown, in Aarhus centre, 
Karl took over the wholesale unit from his father. He tried to manage both 
shops, but changes in the market made it difficult to run two businesses 
located in different parts of the city. Karl therefore decided to merge his 
retail shop with the wholesale premises on the dock. The reason Karl gave 
me for closing the retail shop in the centre of town, which, according to 
newspaper archives, had a good reputation and was popular among 
customers, was that the fish auctions did not yield enough surplus fish to be 
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uptown, but he closed it before he could pass it on to his children. Unlike 

official reason was that times were bad and that he did not scale down in 
time, like Karl did. 

Many factors can have compelled Karl to merge his two businesses. In 
the 1970s, the Aarhus basin, exhausted from overfishing, was indeed 
producing less fish. The oil crisis, followed by a significant rise in oil prices 
in the late 1970s and 1980s also affected consumption of fresh fish (Jensen 
et al. 2011: 6; Rerup 2017). This changed the entire seaside area from being 
a part of the city that had flourished with fishing cutters, auctions, 
fishmongers, fish processing plants and cafeterias, to an empty dock, soon to 
be populated by private yachts. For Karl, the dock area became a place 

ingen kultur), referring to 
the absence of small, local businesses and fishing vessels. 

In 2015, fishing in the Aarhus area was limited to individuals fishing 
for their own private consumption. Ikan purchased most of its fish at fish 
auctions far from Aarhus, on the north-western (North Sea) coast of 
Denmark. The fish market had been globalized, like the rest of the market, 
and along with fish originating in Danish waters, Ikan traded fish from 
Norwegian fish farms, the North Sea, the Mediterranean, the Atlantic Ocean, 
Barents Sea, the Greenland coast, and even some exotic fish from New 
Zealand. 

According to the narratives told by various members of the Ikan 
family, it was with Karl that the story of Ikan really began (or was 
remembered). Karl described how he looked up to his father and listened 
carefully, learning as much as possible from the successful fishmonger. Ikan 
being a link in the global fish supply chain, Karl expanded the firm, 
developing the wholesale section into a competitive business that provided 
fish to numerous restaurants and public institutions, with customers far 

out to deliver Ikan fish to restaurants, public canteens, hospitals, nursing 
homes, the surrounding areas, and across Jutland. Despite the changes in the 
fish market in the 1970s and 1980s, and in contrast to numerous other 

continued. Ikan became a well-established firm in the food wholesale sector. 

Denmark underwent substantial changes: the local small-holder fishing 
cooperatives gave way to large corporations with monstrous trawlers 

fishmongers decreased as their numbers became fewer, supermarkets started
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to offer fresh fish over the counter. Overall fish consumption decreased with 
various financial crises in the 1980s, and the market for wholesale and retail 
fish became more competitive. In addition, the market was accompanied by 
stricter government regulation of fish quota catches and fish quality. 
Archival documents present us with a history of Ikan passing through a 
series of success stories, followed by hardships and re-orientations with the 
political and economic conjunctures. 

Under these changing conditions over the decades, there is little doubt 

success. Not only did his business survive economic downturns and other 
hardships, it thrived. This success was not without costs, however. Karl paid 
careful attention to market developments and made the necessary cutbacks 

52 In the 1980s, Denmark, like most Western 
economies, suffered from rampant inflation, and interest rates on loans went 
up drastically. Karl had made prudent investments and did not suffer 

business strategy, and Ikan continued to grow. On several occasions, when 
sales slumped or money was tight, he made compromises to keep the 

district proved wise, as it freed up resources for his merged wholesaling and 
retail business on the dock. He made some compromises in the quality of 

53

Although Ikan expanded, Karl never stopped working on the shop 
floor with his employees. He emphasized the importance of knowing what 
was going in all parts of the firm and not losing touch with any of its many 

54 A mantra I heard him repeat numerous times.55

52

53 Source is not included for reasons of anonymity. For the same reason, I only include my 
English translation. This applies to all future citations taken from public archives.
54

55

whole fish, involving rinsing, filleting, removing heads, bones, mincing, and portioning. In 
this context, refers to the entire process, from unpacking newly landed fish to sorting 
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Karl admits that when he merged the retail and the wholesale sections 
of this business, he had great plans to expand. His grandfather had purchased 
the land on which the combined wholesale and retail firm was now located, 
and Karl wanted to enlarge the building. After several years of insistently 
reapplying to the municipality to obtain the building permit, Karl was finally 
granted permission. Soon he had realized his plans of a large retail shop, 
storage facilities, offices, and a processing section; all at one location, on 

father, who was still alive when the construction took place, proudly 
watched his son develop the family firm. However, Karl did not invest all 
the capital he accumulated over the years back into the firm. He bought 
property and stock as well. In 2015, he owned a large house in one of the 
wealthy Aarhus suburbs and he had two other apartments that he rented out. 
He also invested some of his money in stocks. In this manner, Karl was the 
most overtly capitalist of all the business owners with whom I did fieldwork.

In the early 2000s, Karl contracted a severe medical condition, and he 
found himself forced to transfer day-to-day management of Ikan to the next 
generation. Fortunately for Karl, his oldest daughter Polly and son-in-law 
Poul were both working in the firm at the time. They were also willing to 
take over immediately. After a period of successful management, Polly and 
Poul established a limited liability company (anpartsselskab/ApS).56 They 
rented the premises from Karl, with all its stock and facilities. Karl was thus 
still the legal owner of the property, and he had his own company (a Danish 
aktieselskab, written A/S, a corporation with a higher degree of capitalization 

generation. Polly and Poul, who at the time were in their late twenties, 

same old Ikan. Formally, however, Karl still owned the property, the rights 
to the family firm name, and he remained director of Ikan A/S, owning 100 
per cent of the shares. Poul and a cousin, Niels, were members of the board 
Ikan A/S (see figure 2 and 3).

entire life. While growing up, her favourite activity had been to join her
father at work, and she never missed an opportunity to assist him in the

56 An ApS, a form of Danish limited liability company, requires a start capital of minimum 
DKK 50,000. A Danish corporation called A/S, requires larger capitalization and can issue 
shares.
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57

husband, had an enormous interest for fish since childhood, and he had 
worked for another fishmonger at the young age of thirteen, cutting fish
every day after school. A few years later, Poul started working at Ikan. 

were still in primary school. 
Although Polly and Poul took over the firm prematurely because of 

successors. They had expected to take over the firm at some later point, and 
they had started to prepare for it. They had developed clear ideas of how to 

fishermen did not work, had limited the cod supply, and demand was much 
higher than supply. Poul was quoted in the article as saying that the prices in 
their shop, in contrast to other fishmongers across the country, would remain 

Ikan had started stocking up on cod in the beginning of December: 
Then we cleaned them and vacuum-packed them and froze them, so 

for close to normal price. We would rather make a little less per kilo 
and sell a lot, than sell at high price and risk that we will have many 
leftover fish because it was too expensive for our customers.

Poul also made a comment about Ikan being an old firm and that he 

Polly had the same passion for the fish industry as her father, and Poul 
had entered many competitions involving fish (such as filleting, various 
ways of preparing fish, cutting, and so on) and he had won several national 
and international championships. At the time when Polly and Poul took over, 
in the early 2000s, the business was going well. Their first real challenge, 
however, would come soon afterwards, with the 2008 financial crisis and the 
collapse of the housing market. Consumption declined drastically, including 
consumption of fresh fish (which is relatively high-priced), and many Danes 
fell deeply into debt. 

Despite the fall in consumption, Polly and Poul managed to keep the 

57
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58 Poul, who assumed the title 
of director of Ikan, had followed technological developments in commerce 

a Facebook account. In an interview with the local newspaper, Poul 

addition to its main premises on the dock, and they continued to organize 
social and educational events, as Karl had done when he was in charge. After 
a few years, by 2015, Karl had recovered from his medical condition, but he 
remained retired from day-to-day management of his firm. Polly and Poul 
held a ten-year leasing contract for the premises, which was to be renewed in 
January 2017. According to the financial accounts, and what Polly and Poul 

this first challenging period, about five years.

Overcoming New Challenges

In the development of Aarhus city, the docklands area, which had formerly 
been dominated by industry, factories, parking lots, and shipping containers, 
became the site of architecturally impressive skyscrapers and apartments. By 
2015, this construction boom began to impact Ikan. Although the Ikan 
family owned the actual land, they could not control the physical 
accessibility of the dock, and the construction began to impede access to the 
dock significantly. Roads were closed, and the entire area was transformed 
into a construction site. Although the city planners had constructed an 
alternative entrance route for cars, it entailed a two km detour in an area 

than three years, Ikan found itself in the middle of a construction area with 
only one unsatisfactory access route. Poul and Polly made many efforts to 
attract people to the dock, and they filed numerous complaints with the 
municipality. They sought to attract customers with wholesale prices, offered 
free home delivery to addresses throughout the city, advertised catering 

unlike other items, cannot just sit for days on the shelf), and the construction 

On the bright side, Ikan was able to avoid being evicted entirely. They 
owned the land and could remain, if they so desired. It was Karl who 

58
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several generations old in fact, became a convincing argument when the 
municipality tried to compel the firm to sell or move. Although Polly and 
Poul were the official owners of the business (subcontracting it from Karl 

firm, Karl also fought for years, despite constant pressure, not to give up the 
property and succumb to urban re-development. 

Karl had long and broad experience in dealing with municipal 
officials, both as an engaged citizen and as a fiskemand (fishmonger). When 

and together they managed to convince the municipality to grant the location 

Den gamle 
by) an open-air museum located on the other side of the city, consisting of 

where Ikan was located fit into the museum framework, representing the old 
fishery street (fiskerigade). Of the entire dock area, the single street where 
Ikan was located was thus spared because of its historic value. Together with 
the local historic preservation office, Ikan and Karl had thus helped preserve 

According to Karl, he was not primarily motivated by financial 
returns, although saving the business was undoubtedly an important 
motivation for his engagement. If he had not managed to maintain his 
location at the dock, Karl, together with his daughter and son-in-law, would 
certainly have been able to reopen their business elsewhere, Karl assured me. 
He was not ready to give up his family legacy that easily. 

Karl was not just a businessman, however. He was an engaged citizen 

done. Throughout his life, he had founded, led and directed numerous fish-
related organisations and campaigns, helping to sustain the always volatile 
fishing industry and the livelihood of the independent fishmongers. His 
legacy provided him with pride and sentiments of responsibility, not only to 

the 2000s, referred to Karl and Ikan in the following words: 
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Everyone knew [Karl Ikan]. He was quite famous, and he was 
elected director of the Danish Fishmongers Association. People also 

business and an old one, too. There are not many of those.

Karl has also been active in the national campaign to get Danes to eat more 
fish, preferably twice a week for dinner, as a health incentive; hence the 

to gange om ugen

showing various fish-related associations and slogans (see Plate 3).

Plate 3. Ikan firm work clothes showing three of the campaigns/organizations in 
which Ikan and Karl were actively involved.
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Although Karl has been a successful businessman, he has had to endure the 
entry of modern, American-inspired supermarkets in the 1960s, followed by 
the giant hypermarkets offering a growing variety of products under one 
roof. These mass retailing industries now offer consumers every possible 
product, from shoes and electronics to fresh bread and now, fresh fish, and 
they have threatened and even eliminated independent shops and businesses 
in several sectors (Lundkvist 2009a). The reality in which Karl and his 

great-grandfather started selling fish from the quay. Supermarkets now have 
fresh meat and bread, with their own butchers and bakeries, and have 
recently begun to sell fresh fish as well. 

The Danish food sector has changed from the predominantly small 
and medium-sized independent merchants to a domination of a few giant 
corporate chains. In Denmark, most of the food retailers are owned and 
operated by one successful family, the Salling family, who started their first 

shop opened in 1906). In 2017, the corporation Dansk Supermarked Group 
owned most of the Danish supermarkets and shopping malls, and 81 per cent 
of the shares of Dansk Supermarked are owned by the Salling family.59 The 
other Danish supermarket group, Coop Nordic, started as a cooperative of 
small merchants in 1844 and has since expanded into a large conglomerate 
consisting of several supermarket chains in Denmark and Sweden. Other 
dominating supermarket corporations operating in Denmark are the

upscale Meny (Norgesgruppen).

developed more specialized bakery, vegetables, meat, and fish sections, 
offering fresh products with the same quality as independent butchers, 
bakeries, and fishmongers. Obviously, this development toward specialized 
boutiques within giant supermarkets, generally open for longer hours and 
even on Sundays, constitutes a major threat to independent niche merchants 
who have built up their businesses on the same values of having fresh, 
quality, retail expertise and personalized service to a loyal customer base. 
The small shops had had a niche because they had specialized product 
availability previously lacking even in the large supermarkets that focused 
on competitive prices and broad selection. In an article published by the 
Danish Broadcast Service (DR), statistics documenting the decline of 
independent Danish fishmongers were explained in terms of changes in 
consumption patterns. Danes ate less fresh fish and instead purchased more 

59 This includes 1400 stores in Denmark, Sweden, Germany, and The United Kingdom, with 
tto, and Salling (www.dansksupermarked.com).
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They must offer a product, or a service, that people will go out of their way 
for, and perhaps even pay more for. 

Karl, who was still a firm believer in Ikan, refused to back down from 
the corporate competition. When his children brought up the growing 
challenges of a corporate, global economy, cheaper products being offered at 

fishmonger needs to perform manual labour to save money, ensure top 
quality, and maintain an intimate relationship with customers. Karl refused 
to believe that there was no future market for his niche. In conversation with 
me, he insisted that people would continue to understand and appreciate the 

issues have been documented in many newspaper interviews over the past 
few decades. In conversation, he claimed that the reason why his firm has 
survived, unlike the 35 other fishmongers in the Aarhus area, who have 

He also stressed the importance of the five remaining fishmongers sticking 
together and collaborating, precisely because there were so few of them left. 

labour, and attention to detail, quality and freshness, were repeated 
conversational topics whenever I talked with Karl. These values were visible 
in his continuing engagement in various fish-related associations, both local 

and expertise. Other accounts described more personal encounters. One 

is paralysed and connected to a respirator machine. The sweet person who 
helped me talked to her, taught her about the fish, and teased her. We really 

60

60
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The story of the Ikan family is not just a business narrative. It is also 
the story of engaged individuals who dedicate their lives to their passion, 
which lies in their inherited profession. A search through the archives of the 
local newspaper provides us with numerous articles and interviews with and 
about Ikan and their owners. It tells the story of a family who is dedicated to 
fish on multiple levels, highlighting their commitment to their occupation 

and representing the firm and the industry. The local newspaper regularly 
visits the shop to update its readers on the current state of this local 

They are the iconic family firm.

Polly and Poul

Poul was in his early forties and had been owner of Ikan LLC (Ikan ApS) for 
nine years when I met him for the first time. Poul had a personal interest in 
fish and a great fascination for marine species. He told me his story while we 
drove through the neighbourhood where he grew up, living in an apartment 

the agricultural division of the municipality, and his mother worked part-
time at a day-care centre. Neither of his parents had a higher education, and 
his life circumstances could be described as modest.

working class in a Danish sense, he cultivated the typical self-employed 

klare sig selv

for him and his brother to manage financially. Their parents gave their 
children all the basic necessities of life but reserved other treats for special 
occasions. These circumstances encouraged Poul to take up part-time work 
from age 13. He started working for a fishmonger in his neighbourhood, 
cutting fish early in the morning before school. It was at about this time that 
he met Polly. 

Polly grew up in middle-class circumstances, but like Poul, she also 
acquired the self-employed ethic of having to work for her own fortune. 

who never remarried. Karl, meanwhile, remarried and had two children with 
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employed in various service businesses and struggled to make ends meet as a 
single mother. Polly had to pay rent to her mother from age 15, a practice not 
uncommon in Denmark.

Being the daughter of a successful business owner did not benefit 
Polly materially. However, Karl chose Polly to be his successor. He taught 
her from a young age how to manage on her own and treated her as his 
successor when he taught her about fish and how the firm worked. Although 
she continued to live with her mother, Polly spent as much time as she could 
helping her father in his firm. In order to succeed, Karl imprinted on Polly 

hardly be described as working class in financial terms, his attachment to the 
physical work of running the fish business made him strongly identify as a 
worker. He referred to himself and his ancestors as workers (arbejdere).

class. The self-employed have quite different values than working-class 
people regarding work, salary, free time, self-realization, and so forth. (see 

free time. For the self-employed, work is both end and means: Work is their 

to emphasize the hard physical work and long hours spent on the floor. 
These self-employed life mode characteristics are described by Joseph 

1983).
Polly and Poul grew up at a time when the Danish welfare state was 

universal day-care, and other social benefits that enable women to work, 
give birth and take care of children. Women had entered the workforce on a 

care of household while having to make money independently, and they 

onto their children (Gullestad 1997).

workers (arbejdere), are important to understand when we review the 
choices and actions, they made in running the fish business and in their 
personal lives. Their working-class backgrounds (but with unique access to 
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the life chances offered by entering a small business) became an important 
source of influence for the development of their social values.

When Polly and Poul became a couple, they shared the enthusiasm for 

to school to become a care worker and was only involved in the firm part-
time. By her mid-twenties, however, she was working full-time in the firm. 
She was employed as a bookkeeper, but she (still) described herself as a 

kartoffel), meaning that her work involved various tasks. Before 
taking over management, the couple had rented a flat downtown, close to the 
shop, and Poul immersed himself completely in the firm. He rarely had time 

laughing and shaking his head.
Poul gradually received more responsibilities in the firm, as his father 

in-law prepared him and Polly to take over management someday. When 
Karl suddenly fell severely ill and Poul stepped in as manager, the medical 
reports concluded that Karl would never fully recover. As a result, Polly and 
Poul formally took over management through the establishment of their own 

new baby on the way. Polly worked fewer hours than Poul, using the day-
care offerings available during normal working hours. Polly returned to work 
when their first-born was seven months old, placing him in day-care. Soon 
after the transfer of Ikan to their hands, Polly and Poul decided to move 

a village. They did that by purchasing a small farm with two houses, together 

their priorities and their ambitions. They tell us about their relationship with 
kin and offer information about how their daily lives are organized. Polly 
and Poul wanted a comfortable home for themselves and for their family. 
They wanted their children to grow up outside the city, in contrast to their 

their [paternal] grandparents any time, and we [Polly and Poul] will not be 
61 Their choice to move away from 

the city and have a house in the countryside was not just a typical middle-
class dream. It was a strategy to separate the private sphere from that of the 

61
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firm and a means of ensuring that they would spend more time together as a 
family.

The big house and mortgage came with financial obligations.62 Not 
only did it encourage Poul to work hard to pay the mortgage payments, but 

Otherwise, they risked losing the house, as so many Danes did during the 
2009 financial crisis. Under these conditions, Poul began to reassess his 
engagement in the business: from a simple passion for fish to a more profit-
oriented motivation.

When Polly and Poul took over the firm, Poul wanted the business to 
grow. He therefore engaged a professional salesperson to travel around to 
recruit new wholesale customers and maintain a good relationship with 
existing customers. As part of expanding retail sales, Ikan bought and 
managed several street vendor trucks that operated in designated spots 
around the city. Poul was trying to turn Ikan from a simple self-employed 
shop to a capitalist enterprise.

In time, Poul allowed himself to step back from the fish processing 
and employed people to manage the manual labour, allowing him more 
office time. Although the hours spent on the premises did not change much, 
his roles and tasks changed drastically over the ten-year period after he took 
over management. Poul went from spending most of his time on the floor, 
cutting fish, to focusing on administrative tasks in the office, buying, selling, 
negotiating and filling orders. With Polly by his side, Poul managed the firm 
with success, even after the global financial breakdown in the late 2000s (see 

began to encounter difficulties. There were a variety of factors involved: a 
slow reaction to the crash in the market, poor management decisions, the 

business difficulties led to a rupture within the family.

62

savings, with the remainder in the form of 15 per cent bank loan and the remaining 80 per 
cent as a much cheaper 30-year mortgage. Banks can approve lenders to pay either variable or 
fixed mortgage interest, and borrowers can also be approved to pay interest-only for up to ten 
years with a low monthly payment, with part of the interest being tax deductible. The obstacle 
facing first-time buyers, besides bank approval, is having the saved-up cash for five per cent 
deposit and for the 15 per cent more expensive bank loan. Polly and Pouls mortgage, 
however, was a much cheaper mortgage loan, in which the house is put up as collateral.
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Rupture

Having left Aarhus in February of 2016, I returned five months later, in the 
summer of 2016. Although I focused my research on firms other than Ikan, I 
stopped by the shop from time to time and also visited Polly and Poul in 
their home. Something was amiss, but I could not figure out what. Every 
time I went to visit Ikan, something had changed in the shop. The upstairs 
office had been painted, Poul was not there during normal business hours, 

younger (half-)brother, Benny, who was cutting and preparing fish. When I 
asked about Polly or Poul, the employees seemed distressed and told me they 
had gone home for the day. When I sometimes found Poul in the premises, 
he was not in his office dealing with orders as usual; he was now back on the 
cutting floor, preparing fish. When I asked why he was down cutting so 
much lately, I never got a clear answer; he just mumbled something about 
changing times. I never met Karl in the shop during this time. 

I also learned that Frode, one of their most enduring employees and 

now understood that something was not right. Frode would not have left Ikan 
unless something was seriously wrong. Frode never provided me with any 
details about his departure, but he told me that if he were to work for Ikan, it 
would be for no one else than Polly and Poul. Another employee confirmed 
my suspicion. It turned out that Karl had decided not to renew the leasing 
agreement that allowed Polly and Poul to run the business with the family 
name. The lease would expire in six months. After ten years of running and 

never before had a full-time job or expressed much interest in taking over the 
firm. Yet, he had now taken over management functions from Poul, while 
Polly, I would later discover, had remained as bookkeeper. Effectively, Polly 
lost the benefits she had had as a co-owner together with her husband, but 

She remained the bookkeeper, but the 
influence she had had in practice, as a co-decision maker in the firm, 

bookkeeper.

employees. I wanted to talk to Polly and Poul about what had happened and 
get the full story. However, I quickly understood that the topic was 
extremely sensitive. I had spent six months living with Polly and Poul in 
their home. I knew them as the proud owners of a fifth-generation family 
firm. Poul had shared with me his plans and dreams for the future, and he 
had never given me any hint that he wanted to do anything else than run and 
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develop Ikan. Polly and Poul were my friends and while in Aarhus, they 
were my family. I felt that I knew them very well, and I knew that Poul took 
great pride in being the owner-operator of Ikan, even though it was 
technically speaking a leasing arrangement with his father-in-law. Why had 
they not told me about this? I always asked about the business whenever I 
went to their house, and on each occasion, they assured me that everything 

) was their usual reply. However, a change 
was now visible, also in their home.

When my family and I went to visit Polly and Poul for dinner one 
afternoon, Poul took me up to the room I used to sleep in, to show me a 
collection of clothes he had purchased from a liquidation sale. He wanted to 
know if I was interested in buying any of these outfits. The confident, 
generous Poul I knew, the one managing a growing fish business, had been 
replaced by a nervous salesman who desperately tried to push me into 
buying clothes that I was clearly not interested in. The situation was 
awkward. His behaviour was strange. But when I hinted about changes in the 
firm, he refused to talk. It was only after I finished all my fieldwork, and 
their family came to visit me at my home in Norway, in February 2017, that 
they were finally ready to talk.

lamented. They simply had not foreseen that Karl would not renew their 
lease and replace them with Benny. They insisted, moreover, that they did 
not know why this had happened. Poul was, as usual, more diplomatic than 
Polly, who spoke more freely. Business had not been good, they admitted, 
but the circumstances had been extraordinary with the reconstruction of the 
dock. They felt they had done everything they could.

lease after ten years. According to Polly and Poul, Karl had not discussed 
with them his plans to put Benny in management. According to them, Karl 
had told them nothing until he told them everything, and it was clear that he 
was not going to renew their lease, just a few months before it expired. 
While Polly continued her job as the bookkeeper, Poul moved back down on 
the floor to cut fish, a job his health had not allowed him the past few years. 
How long could he endure? When the family came to see me in February 
2017, neither of them had received any salary yet, Poul told me shaking his 
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been fun to open her own, completely different business someday, fish was
indeed their life. Karl had thrown a wrench into the motor. 

annual financial statements).63

He had finally convinced his only son, who had not had a job since he 
finished secondary school three years previously, to come into the firm. 
Instead of leasing the premises to Benny, as he had done with Polly and Poul 
who had their own firm Ikan Fresh ApS, Karl came back in and made Benny 
managing director of Ikan, with Karl as board chairman. At least that was the 
official story reported in the local news media and which was widely 

63 Virk.dk is a website which provides data about all Danish companies based on their 
company registration (CVR); this information includes financial statements, ownership 
records, location, etc.
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discussed on other forums. A particularly important detail, unmentioned in 
all official statements, was that Benny had no formal power in the firm. 
Publicly, it was stated that Poul had withdrawn from Ikan as director due to 
health reasons and been replaced as managing director by Benny. The 

name vanished from any public statements about Ikan. Benny was presented 
as the youngest generation in the line of Ikan fishmongers. Media channels 
and social media profiles representing the firm simply erased the era of Polly 
and Poul from the history of the firm. Nevertheless, their roles and existence 
in the firm remained in the hard copies of numerous published books on 
Aarhus cultural and business heritage, showing the couple in their shop, and 
describing them as the owners and managers of Ikan.

In order to obtain a clearer picture of the changes in firm-family 
arrangements, I have produced two tables listing all the different firms 
owned by members of the Ikan family from 2015 (see Figure 2) through the 

formal roles of family members. The official narrative was that Benny was 

was active in promoting the firm and was regularly seen in public and on 
social media advertising new campaigns, fish-marketing competitions, 
events or contributing to public debates about fish and fish consumption. If 
we examine the firm records, however, Benny had in fact very little formal 
power or responsibility in the firm. The power lays with his father Karl. 
Viewed in more cynical fashion, Benny was but a figurehead.
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annual financial statements).

Ikan A/S, on the other hand, took on new board members: Benny replaced 

director of the firm and owned 100 per cent of the shares. Unlike Polly and 
Poul, Benny had not established his own firm but was instead brought on as 
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ownership, Benny owned no share in any firm, and neither did Polly. 

was established in December 2016, with Benny, Karl, and Polly as board 
members. Karl remained founder and sole owner, while Benny had no 

representative for this new family firm, but lacking any formal share 
ownership, he was in a much more precarious situation than were his 

decisions, he could always decide on his own. Karl was the director and 
owner of both Ikan A/S and Ikan Ny. There was no leasing partner, as had 
been the case with Polly and Poul. Although we can never know the full 
story, we can construct some reasonable hypotheses as to why Karl might 
have wanted to take back control of his firm. 

profitability. After all, any business owner should be concerned with making 
profits, and both Karl and Poul were no exceptions. What might be further 

this had on the business as such. Poul, as I knew him, was a man torn in two 
directions. Like anyone, he sought to live up to the moral values he believed 
in and to fulfil his own personal goals, which in some areas reflected 
contradictory moral values.

On the one hand, Poul presented himself as a moral person who paid 
ample respect to the values of modest consumption, frugality, charity, hard 
work, and fairness. These values were visible in the way he criticized 
wealthy people who he felt flouted their wealth. Poul would comment on 
people who wore nice, expensive clothes (walking around in suits and tie), 
drove expensive cars, ate in fancy restaurants, or in other ways acted in a 

took the family out for dinner, he would prefer the cheaper restaurants. He 
made a point out of insisting on wearing the same, old, worn-out clothes 
every day, whatever the occasion, and he looked for the cheapest alternative 
in the supermarket. This was not simply because he was thrifty. He also 

gladly spent money, but he made sure that any money spent would be on 
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64 In order to allow himself material goods in line 
with his own values, Poul would negotiate to get the price down. This kind 
of bargaining behaviour and sentiments reflects the moral values shared 
among all the business owners with whom I did fieldwork. It is a value set 
that taps into the ideals of equity that have been reproduced and promoted as 
Danish and Scandinavian identity markers (Dahl 1986; Jenkins 2006: 385; 
Bendixen, Bringslid and Vike 2018).

On the other hand, Poul, like most of us, desired a materially 
comfortable lifestyle, which in some respects was in complete contrast to the 
kind of morality that he and his community promoted. While Poul stressed 
equity ideals by dressing casually, eating the same food as his employees, 
and talking in the same sociolect as his workers, he also enjoyed fast cars; 
and because he could afford it, he owned a sports car worth around 

revealed its prestige and high price. However, as if to compensate for this 
luxury item, Poul used his other small, standard vehicle for his everyday 
tasks. Poul could thus compensate for this deviation from the frugality ideal 
by putting his luxury aside. For example, Poul could buy expensive limited-
edition liquor, then hide it deep inside the closet, assuring me that he did not 
enjoy liquor. Alternatively, he could purchase an expensive piece of clothing 

sphere, where he lived in a large, spacious, and always comfortably heated 
house, with an oversized TV screen and advanced speaker system. The 
success Polly and Poul experienced in their first years as business owners 
allowed them to develop a materially comfortable lifestyle that was much 
more luxurious than most of the other business owners whom I met.

At the time I began my fieldwork with Ikan (2015), the firm faced 
various challenges that might explain some of the choices Polly and Poul 
had made in running the business, but which might also have led Karl to be 

challenge of fewer customers after the financial crisis of 2009 and the 
reconstruction of the dock, there was a falling out between Poul and his 
traveling sales representative, who then resigned. Not only did she leave the 
firm, but she also took with her several major customers, causing Ikan to 
lose a considerable chunk of anticipated revenue.65 In addition, the vendor 
trucks did not make the expected sales that Polly and Poul had calculated, 
and they suspected that some of the vendors were siphoning off cash from 

64

65 Out of respect for my interlocutors, I cannot reveal more details about this case. I can only 
add that there were a series of unwise decisions made by Poul that led to this drama.
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complained to me.
These income shortfalls (and possibly other factors that remain 

unknown to me) meant that Poul had to make cutbacks in the operation of 
Ikan. He had to lay off employees and give himself and Polly lower salaries. 

father. Karl regularly visited the premises. He surveyed the shop several 
times per week and was not shy about expressing his opinion concerning 

principle of never compromising on the quality of their produce. When the 
prices of salmon went up, Karl advised Poul to buy frozen instead of fresh 
salmon from a contact he had. Karl argued that the customers would not be 
able to know the difference, and that the frozen salmon was just as good 
quality as the freshly caught salmon. Poul disagreed and disregarded his 

might be willing to convince her husband, but Polly and Poul were a team, 
and she supported her husband. On occasions like these, of which I 
witnessed several, Karl showed great frustration, complaining that the young 
generation did not understand business the way he did. His concluding 

both as an incentive to save labour costs and as a means of ensuring quality. 
Poul suffered from a medical condition that prevented him from 

cutting and filleting fish. The static and tedious work of cutting teared on 

to carry out this particular work task. Although Karl knew this, he did not 
accept it, and he continued to emphasize that Poul should not hire a lot of 

office work, accounting, marketing, sales meetings and other tasks not 

long hours at the firm, dealing fish, travelling around to customers and 
suppliers, negotiating and checking purchase orders, etc. However, in recent 
years, his work tasks had been increasingly alienated form the manual labour 
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of , partly due to these abstract management tasks, and also due to 
his medical challenges.

had worked at Ikan full-time (and often overtime) for ten years, and by some 

cutting to others. However, as long as Poul was the director of the firm, and 

influence these kinds of decisions. 

declining revenue, Polly and Poul had begun to become accustomed to their 
more comfortable lifestyle. Their socio-economic backgrounds were modest, 
and although Poul insisted that he frowned upon conspicuous consumption 

). Nevertheless, he enjoyed 
his expensive sports car, modern house, whatever food he felt like cooking, 
long, hot showers, and his well-equipped home entertainment centre. For 

refrigerator (the one they already had was working perfectly), and the most 
expensive sewing machine available in the shop, plus a surprise lunch at a 

hobbies, and a new sewing machine was something she had told Poul and 
me that she wanted for her birthday. She had also complained, for some 
time, that she did not like their refrigerator and wanted a new one. It was 

66 I joined 

birthday breakfast and lunch together.67 I therefore know that he spent more 

frugal here. Such large expenditures were considered normal for Poul. When 
he felt like spending a lot of money on something for either himself (such as 
new interior in his car) or his family, he did not hesitate to do so. 

fish business did not generate the income to which he had grown 

66

weekend to surprise one of the family members on their birthday.
67 It was customary in the family (as in many Danish families) to invite extended family 

cousins, sisters, parents and grandparents would come to the house early in the morning and 
wake up the family member whose birthday it was by singing a birthday song.
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accustomed. As is common for business owners, Poul made use of his social 
network whenever he wanted something for his personal consumption (Hart 
2005). He had developed an extensive network of contacts, and people knew 
him all over town as fiskemanden
businesses knew that Poul was always ready to make a good deal. He had 
learned to take great advantage of a broad and extensive network of favours, 
trusted agreements and reciprocal gift giving, and he utilized this network to 
the fullest in order to sustain his lifestyle. Poul often took me with him on 

fixe noget
with someone with whom he could make a barter agreement or cut-rate 
discount sale in return for fish products from Ikan.

sufficient profit and Poul continued with a high number of unregistered 
transactions, it generated an imbalance between registered and unregistered 
transactions, typically identified through a lack of electronic VAT incoming 
and outgoing payments. While every business owner has a certain amount of 
unregistered transactions (i.e. cash, barter, third party, etc.) they must 
endeavour to have a sufficient balance between the registered and 
unregistered transactions. Otherwise, they risk having difficulties with the 
regulatory authorities or tax office, risking insolvency, bankruptcy, financial 

deal off the books, even though if may have been in good faith (i.e. to help 
keep the business alive) may be one reason why Karl decided to intervene 
and end their leasing agreement. Poul was acting in a way that Karl found 
undesirable, and the results in the company accounts did not look promising. 
Ikan was in financial difficulty, and for Karl, it was the fault of Poul and 
Polly.

business owners who helped each other in an endless network of reciprocal 

legitimate (see also Sampson 1985; Williams 2004a). As an example, Poul 
did not try to hide that he brought gifts of fresh fish to his friend, who
imported vintage wines, from which Poul bought below market price. 
Neither did any of his neighbours view it as morally wrong that they and 
others benefitted from discount fish that Poul delivered to their door every 
now and then. To those involved in this network, these transactions were but 
fringe benefits of knowing a fish man (fiskemand
barter exchange, gifts, cash deals, cutting corners, off-the-books, special 
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among all self-employed business owners the world over. Moreover, such 

being seen as illegal or immoral.

He could give gifts of fish or offer special discounts to selected recipients. 
While some of these benefits helped his business, other benefits accrued to 
him privately. These fringe benefits become an important factor of risk, if 
they are overexploited (Sampson 1985; see for example Gershuny 1988; 
Hart 1997; Williams 2004b). In other words, there is a tipping point where 
the informal transactions, instead of helping the firm overcome a rough 
patch, begin to drag down the firm at its core. This may also be what 
happened at Ikan, leading Karl to intervene. Alternatively, Karl may have 

unsatisfactory financial bottom line at Ikan.

Conflicting Values

Families are units of solidarity, but they are also units of unique kinds of 
tensions and even bitter conflict (Yanagisako 1979: 173, 181). The transfer 
of Ikan from Karl to the next generation could have taken place in many 

they could have managed the business together. As far as I am aware, they 
never discussed this option. The time I spent with the Ikan family certainly 
revealed tensions between Karl and Polly and Poul. When Karl arrived to 

father had difficulty letting go, and that he did not agree with all the new 

he had exited his firm prematurely. Having recovered from his illness, he 
now regretted that he did not have the kind of control over the firm that he 
wanted.

Karl was an old-fashioned man, holding on to his ways of doing 
business. To him, there were several key elements that were essential to how 

individuals was a primary business strategy for Karl, as it has been for most 
shops and face-to-face businesses. It was important that the customers never 
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became faceless consumers. To Karl, this meant that the owner was 
downstairs, on the shop floor, to show his face and share his expertise with 
customers and employees. Karl insisted that this was a key strategy to 
obtaining and keeping faithful customers. Karl has pursued this strategy by
ensuring that his son would now manage the firm in a personalized manner, 
promoting himself as the face and character of Ikan, just as Karl did in his 
time. Karl also stressed that being visible was not just a customer-relations 

monitoring affairs on the shop floor.
Poul also believed in monitoring the production process and 

employees. But instead of being down on the floor (nedenunder), as Karl 
insisted, Poul had invested in a video surveillance system that was connected 
to his phone, allowing him 24-hour surveillance of any activity in all rooms 
of the building. Through the CCTV cameras, Poul could monitor activities in 
the shop and in the wholesale section. He could keep an eye on the 
employees and monitor the flow of customers. The system, initially installed 
to prevent burglary, had become an efficient way to monitor the activities in 
the shop. It was part of having a modern, technologically sophisticated 
business. 

Karl saw things differently. He viewed the video monitoring as a 
handicap. It prevented Poul from physically immersing himself in the day-
to-day work of the firm. Poul may have been putting in the hours, but for 
Karl, he was shirking the work ethic. Work was what you did on the floor, 
not up in the office. This conflict between the younger and the older 

contributing factors that caused Karl to decide to remove Poul from his 
position.

There were other external challenges as well. Poul was responsible for 

The market for fresh fish was changing. Constantly growing competition 
from large supermarkets and department stores had reduced the number of 

Karl was very aware of these challenges and had been actively involved in 
the conservation of independent fishmongers through an interest 
organisation. Nevertheless, Karl continued to insist that Poul should make 
more efforts to be physically down on the floor. Whenever the question of 
difficult financial times was brought up, Karl was unwilling to accept Polly 

through several crises and had always managed to keep the business running. 

them that they did not work enough on the floor. Polly and Poul responded 
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by claiming that Karl did not realize how much the market had changed and 
the severity of the challenges they were facing. 

These different perceptions on how to manage a firm correctly reflect 
not only different business strategies. They also indicate conflicting value 

as virtuous, Karl viewed only on manual labour on the floor as virtuous. The 
two also differed regarding perceptions about quality. Both Karl and Poul 
were concerned with quality, but for Karl, quality was indicated by who had 
cut the fish, whereas for Poul quality had to do with the origin and condition 
of the product (always fresh, never frozen). Karl was also concerned with the 
choices Polly and Poul had made in their private lives. He saw these 

out salaries for themselves, even when the firm brought in less income. 
The fact that Karl kept praising manual labour and presence on the 

floor while Poul observed the floor from surveillance cameras, prioritizing 
contact with wholesale customers and suppliers (instead of retail customers), 

from the floor. Karl argued that being physically present on the shop floor 
was important for maintaining control and ensuring quality. On the other 
hand, Karl had no qualms about deviating from quality by purchasing frozen 
fish to sell as fresh when prices were high. Poul was unwilling to sell fish 
that had been frozen as fresh fish because it deviated from his idea of good 
quality. We see here that Karl and Poul are both concerned with quality and 
control, but they disagree on the definitions and practicalities of quality; they 
express different values, not simply different business strategies.

Another area where Poul and Karl expressed different values was their 
ideas about which customers to prioritize. Karl argued for staying on the 
floor in order to stay close to customers and nurture a close relationship with 

same retail customers to whom Karl referred (those coming into the retail 
shop). Instead, Poul prioritized the wholesale customers and suppliers. He 
could spend time with them without exhausting himself physically cutting 
fish. Poul and Karl thus expressed conflicting ideas of where it was 
important to place most time and effort in the firm. This kind of value 
conflict is ethnographically interesting because it illuminates different 
perspectives on what is good, right and meaningful.
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Karl seemed to believe that that all that was needed was an extra effort 
at manual labour, together with proximity to the customers. Not to speak of 
the money saved by doing more of the manual labour with your own hands. 
The insistence on manual labour and proximity to customers is invoked by 
all the small business owners in my sample. Karl resembled Marie and Ole 
in their bakery, Julian the goldsmith and Sally the toy shop owner in placing 
great value on customer contact and doing manual labour. To them, part of 
what had inspired them to open their own shop was the human contact and 
the self-fulfilment they experienced in producing something they 

was that he felt that Poul did not appreciate this task. Perhaps Karl felt that 
Poul was in the business for the wrong reason.

more time on the floor. There are, of course, many successful firms where 
the owner does not perform manual labour or spend facetime with 
customers. Even within the specialized shops described here, we can find 
firms where the owner is distanced from work on the floor.68 Although 

years operating the shop, his insistence suggests that it has more to do with 
his values than with any specific business strategy. Karl often talked about 
his father and grandfather, and several generations of fishmongers before 
him, and how they had always done the work with their own hands. They 

present on the shop floor ready to offer expertise to customers and 
employees. The insistence and repeated invocation of manual labour and 

of loss (of the firm). In any event, these issues were not a primary concern of 

Frode, who did the fish cutting for Poul, was an experienced chef who 

loyal friend of the family, and he took pride in doing a good job. He had 
competed in the same fish cutting competitions as Poul, and he worked more 
than twelve-hour shifts every day. There was no doubt that he did everything 

managed the retail shop, took great pride in his work and went far to exercise 
excellent customer service, assisting other employees to ensure that they did 
the same. Polly and Poul clearly had quality as one of their primary values. 
In fact, Karl argued that with hard labour one could undercut quality. Karl 

68 See for example Lush cosmetics, a global company specializing in handmade soaps and 
other cosmetics. Starting out as a small shop in the UK producing specialized, handmade 
soaps made from fresh fruits, it is now operating in 49 countries world-wide.
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argued that one could look to cheaper suppliers when fish was in short 
supply if one ensured quality by handling the product with your own hands. 

quality, perhaps provoked by his values of hard labour. Polly and Poul 
operated with other strategies than Karl. Instead of cutting back on quality, 
they dismissed some employees during a period when Ikan had lower sales 
income. Polly and Poul placed greater value on offering consistently high 
quality of their products than being on the floor to cut the fresh fish. These 
were value conflicts: Poul and Karl disagreed on what was good and right in 
various situations. Poul did not want to lie to his customers (about the 
freshness of the fish). Karl meant that it was more important to be where 
your (retail) customers were, performing the manual labour with your own 
hands, thereby knowing the quality of the products.

Aside from differences in how the firm was being run, there were 
other conflicts connected to personal lifestyle choices or networking 

more difficult. Reaching his breaking point, Karl decided to intervene.
A look through the publicly available business records reveals several 

effectively. Four years previously, the public registry of businesses produced 

firm had a ten per cent growth rate from the previous year, but its total net 
result was still minus 33 per cent. The next year, the public business registry 
reproduced the same headline, but now the report stated that the firm had a 
growth of 44 per cent. Yet, its net profit was still minus 11 per cent. This 
was the fourth year in a row that the company was operating at a loss. 

work moving closer and closer to bankruptcy.
We also need to explore the possibility that Karl wanted to pass down 

his firm to his son Benny, continuing the line of patrilineal decent. This 
option seems less likely if we review the archival material. Karl had engaged 
his daughter in the firm from the time she was a little girl, and he proudly 
showed her off to the public as the next generation fishmonger. When Benny 

not change. Polly and her husband were both involved and engaged in the 
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firm, and Karl continued to encourage their participation in the business. 

grew up, he did not show the same interest or engagement in Ikan as his 

met Benny, he had just turned twenty and did not express much interest in 

family heritage, a sentiment he shared with all his other family members.
Nevertheless, Benny felt pressure from Karl to show more 

engagement in the business. When I told my Aarhus friends and 
acquaintances from other places about my work in Ikan, they would know 

sources reported to me that he had expressed the view that he felt pressured 
. This urge for the son to take over might 

eventually be a plausible explanation as to why Karl replaced Poul with his 
own son. Yanagisako, researching Italian family firms, provides examples of 
similar tendencies, given that blood-kin comes before cognates in kinship 

We are left with a few questions, however. Why did Karl remove Poul 

informing his daughter that he would not renew the ten-year lease? If the 

moral and economic shortcomings, which led to an exhaustion of the firm 
economy and an imbalance between informal and formal economic 
transactions, combined with conflicting ideas about the meaning of hard 
work, we could easily conclude that the intervention was grounded in a value 
conflict. And where there are such conflicts, the natural response would be 
to exclude Poul from the firm. If we take the shared value orientations 
shared between the business owners in my sample, Poul seems to be an 

himself was that of someone who lived according to modest consumption 

suppress the existence of such desires. Unlike the other small, niche firms, 
Poul did not work (much) on the floor, he did not have the kind of intimacy 
with the retail customers that all the other niche business owners had. The 
main reason why Karl decided to replace Poul with Benny was because he 
was disappointed that Poul did not seem to share his valuation of manual 
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labour and presence on the floor. When Benny entered the firm, he ran it the 
way his father had wanted. Benny was on the floor, he cut the fish himself, 
and he represented the company from the shop floor.

and although Ikan did indeed experience external challenges that would be 
hard for any business owner to deal with, regardless of the kind of values 

economic situation, making it worse than what it was. However, the 
conflicting value orientations between Poul and his father-in-law grew to a 

was Poul who was removed from the firm and all boards, while Polly kept 

deprived of the chance to turn the firm around. Before he had the chance, 
Karl took the firm back and gave Benny a chance. We can conclude here that 
business owners valuing manual labour and intimacy with customers provide 
benefits to a firm in two ways: they contribute to the financial success of a 

suppliers. A family business operates with a morality that ramifies in both 

the self-employed family business. It is family and business, business and 
family, and therefore operates with a single moral value set. Its business 
strategy is also family morality.

Interviews revealed that customers chose to shop at Ikan for three 
main reasons. First, Ikan was a firm they had known since they were 

second reason mentioned by the customers was the intimate (hyggelig)
family relationship with the fish sellers behind the counter. Ikan employees 
always met customers with a smile and a joke to make them feel welcome. 
Finally, customers stated that they knew that when they bought fish from 
Ikan, they got top-quality products, sales expertise and the freshest products. 

more for quality, hygge and expertise. Those of my Aarhus friends who 
purchased their fish somewhere else can be grouped into those who did so 
because they felt a similar loyalty towards one of the other small, 
independent fishmongers in the city, or those who did not have the time or 
money to make the extra trip down to the dock to buy fish. Many, but far 
from all, Ikan customers felt that they had a personal relationship with the
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firm and therefore remained loyal. Karl claimed that this was a vital aspect 
of business: to be physically present when your customers walk into the 

to influence than his daughter and son in-law. When Karl tried to give Polly 
and Poul advice, he found them to be uninterested in his opinions. Benny, on 
the other hand, was more like his father in the way he thought and acted. 
Where Poul was introvert, Benny was extrovert. Benny was proud of his 
father and the work he had done with the firm. However, Benny repeatedly 
told me that he was not interested in becoming a fiskemand (fish man). 
Benny lived with his father, and his life choices were undoubtedly 

character. The firm quickly developed a more aggressive social media 
profile, with daily video posts in which Benny, with plenty of energy, 
advertised various fish products.

Polly, given that Benny had lived his entire life under the same roof as his 
father, and still did when he entered the business. Moreover, due to the 
formal arrangements of the firm, Benny did not have the same managerial 
power that Polly and Poul had. Although both Benny and Polly, in 2017, 

votes were divided among the owners; since Ikan Ny had only one owner, 
Karl himself, Karl held 100 per cent of the shares and therefore, all the votes.

With Karl holding all the shares and Benny holding no formal power 
position, Benny became the figurehead of the firm. He was the new young 
face of Ikan that was presented to the public. He was the actual son of Karl; 
living proof that the next generation of Ikan sons had stepped in to lead the 
firm. Although Benny certainly had some input in the changes that Ikan had 

Karl agreed with them. This arrangement allowed Benny to prove his worth 
without Karl losing formal power. If Benny proved incapable of running the 
firm, Karl could simply step in.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown that different values and family conflicts can 
create problems for both businesses and individuals in generational firms. 

manage the business in the way their father had wanted illustrates the 
importance of the younger generation obeying the kind of moral standard set 
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by the older generation. Karl was not content with the way Polly and Poul 

were not just poor managers, they also had moral shortcomings. Acting 
according to the proper moral values was important for reasons beyond the 
profitability of the business. 

In the case of Ikan, we have seen how blood-kin take priority over 

was now a young adult. Although unemployed and not having shown much 
interest in the firm, he was nevertheless preferred over an enthusiastic son-
in-law, who despite his faults and penchant for luxury goods, wanted to 

how to manage the firm according to his standards, Karl found sufficient 
reason not to renew their lease and to regain control of the firm. By 
involving his younger son and presenting him to the public as the new 
owner, without granting him any formal power, Karl allowed the next 
generation to try to renew and reform the firm in such a way that it would be 
profitable again, but without Karl losing control, thus giving him the 
possibility to intervene if his son failed. Unlike Poul, Polly was not removed 
from the firm but kept her position as bookkeeper and was involved in the 
board of the new firms. It is hard to distinguish exactly what caused Ikan to 
come into financial difficulty; as is often the case, economic problems in a 
small firm are often due to a combination of many factors, some of which 
they cannot control. These factors have been described above.

Regardless of the economic challenges, however, moral obligations 
towards the family firm remain of vital importance. We see an emphasis on 

saving money by having fewer employees and doing the work yourself; and 
we see the emphasis on ensuring quality as part of business ethics. We see 
the emphasis on not taking more out of the firm than what comes in. The 
importance of familiarity with customers is emphasized when Benny as new 
manager is placed on the floor with his face showing up regularly in public 
and on social media, depicting him performing manual labour and talking 
directly with customers. Such harmonious imagery hides the very real 
tensions, conflicts, and conflicting self-interests that are inherent in family 
firms, and in families in general (see also Kousholt 2011). It shows that the 

personal engagement with the firm, and the value placed on customer 
contact as an important business strategy that is shared among a wide group 
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shop owner, did not want to manage two shops because she felt that she 
would be unable to control everything that happened in the shops. In 
addition, for a business to run well, it was vital that it be managed according 
to her moral values (moral). Similarly, Marie and Ole spent nearly all their 
waking hours in their bakery because this was the only way they could 
ensure that it would be managed according to their principles. 

Freya, a handicraft shop owner, had just expanded her business and 
clearly expressed that this was as big as it would ever get because it was as 
much as she could handle. According to these business owners, the main 
explanation for why a business succeeds is that the business is managed 
according to the (moral) values set by the owner. When Karl witnessed Poul 
deviating from what he considered to be the morally correct way to do 
business, and when saw evidence of this deviation in the form of negative 
financial results, Karl saw it as his moral responsibility to protect his legacy 

69 I
discuss the moral motivations of the business owners further in Chapter 
Seven. 

We have seen the importance of continuing the firm according to what 
the business owners considered as the right values. This description of the 
moral order of a family firm encourages us to speculate what would have 
happened with Ikan if Karl had not intervened. Would Ikan have gone 
bankrupt like so many other small businesses pressured by larger 
corporations? Would Polly and Poul have managed to turn the firm around 
and make profits again? While we can never know the answer to these 
questions, they underscore the importance played by social values in small 
independent, niche firms such as those represented in this study.

69 A common trait among most of my business owners was their tendency to refer to other 
small independent shops in the same branch as
chains, however, were referred to as competitors.





Chapter 5
Values over Skills: The Business of Doing Good

70 can be managed, the way we manage 
it.

Sally took another sip of her coffee before looking up at me to explain how 
her business works. Sally, the toy shop owner, is very clear about what she 

71,
Sally told me in a conversation. As a teenager, Sally had helped her mother, 
Pia, in the shop. Even then, Sally knew that she would continue to work 
there as an adult. When Sally completed primary school, her mother Pia told 
her to go and live her life, to do her own thing. Pia did not want Sally to just 
stay working in the shop. She thought that Sally needed to have her own life 

advice. Aged 19, and with various personal problems, she decided to leave 
Aarhus. She moved to Norway for a few years, where she worked as a 
housekeeper on a farm in return for room and board. In the meantime, Sally 
had given birth to a daughter, and after some years she returned to Denmark. 

course in Oslo. After completing her schooling, Sally obtained a job as a 
schoolteacher in the Aarhus area, and she taught for a full fifteen years. 
However, Sally had always had a creative side, so she decided to enrol at the 
Aarhus Art Academy to become a ceramist. 

Soon after completing art school, Pia asked Sally if she would like to 

Copenhagen, had tried to take over the shop. However, she soon returned to 
her nursing job. Pia felt worn out. The business was not as successful as it 

70 Pseudonym.
71
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had once been, and Pia realized that a major change was needed. She had 
come into conflict with their main wholesale customer of many years, and 
their retail sales were declining.

Sally was animated when describing how she came back and revived 

sales, and her success continued to grow steadily (this claim is confirmed by 

the tremendous success that Sally had produced, she was ready to transfer 
formal ownership of the firm to her daughter. However, Pia had not prepared 
for the transfer and was unprepared for the many bureaucratic obstacles. 
Laws and tax regulations specific to succession prevented Pia from simply 
signing over ownership of Toys to her daughter. 

Transfer of firm ownership, for example of a shop, a farm or a 
business, requires a tax assessment of the current value of the firm. The tax 
assessors calculate the market value of an enterprise based on its annual 
revenue, inventory, and other moveable assets. An owner who wants to sell 
their firm must pay a tax on the income earned from the sale. An owner who 
wants to give the firm as a gift to a child must deal with the risk of conflict 

be compensated. Sally explained that a smoother and cheaper transfer of the 
firm might have been possible when the firm had its low point in sales, since 

revenue, Sally thinks that the transfer would have been affordable before she 

value much lower at the time, the tax assessment would have been more 

Pia considered transferring the firm to Sally. The market value of the firm 
was now too high for them to pay the transfer tax. Sally could also have 
purchased the firm outright, but this would have required her taking on a 
debt and was out of the question. Sally and Pia therefore ended up slowly 
transferring the firm in annual steps, using the model of successive transfer 
(successiv overdragelse). Pia would make annual transfers of parts of the 
firm, somewhat like an annual gift. In this way, they could both avoid taxes
on the transfer.

Many Danish firms share this problem of transfer between the original 
generationsskifte

frequent topic of political discussion among Danish political parties. Unsur-
prisingly, the right-wing parties want lower regulations and lower taxes so 
that parents can more freely transfer their firms to their children, while left-
wing parties are suspicious of inherited wealth as unearned income that will 
increase inequality. Danish accounting firms offer a variety of imaginative 
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solutions to these barriers to transfer of assets, and Danish middle-class 
households routinely utilize combinations of annual cash gifts and interest-
free family loans with delayed repayment, all in order to avoid taxes.

In all modern states, but especially in social democratic welfare states, 
the state authorities have set up a complex web of regulations for separating 
business from private life, including measures to control inherited wealth. 
These regulations involve both gift and inheritance taxes as well as taxes on 
transfers of property or a business from parent to child. However, 
bureaucratic and tax regulations were not the only challenges facing business 
owners who sought to transfer ownership of their firm to their children. For 
some owners, the main problem was the differing career interests between 

baker; he studied journalism. The son of the fishmonger took absolutely no 
interest in fish; he dreamt of designing computer games. 

In structured interviews that I conducted with 25 business owners, 20 
of the 25 came from families where one or both parents had also been 
business owners. Yet only two of the 25 interviewed business owners had 

72 The children had followed their own path. 
Yet the older and younger generations still had something in common: 
shared values. 

In this chapter, I argue that in order to understand family firms, 
including processes of generational transfer, we need to look beyond the 
purely legal barriers connected with succession from parent to child. I will 
show that the transmission of a business from one generation to the next had 
more to do with transferring skills and sentiments needed to successfully 
manage a firm rather than capital or legal ownership. The real transfer was 
not the firm, but the transfer of something more intangible: values. 

Taxes and inheritance customs create difficulties for generational 
transfer of resources in all societies. There has always been interdependency 
between different generations, who possess different kinds of resources and 
find themselves at different stages in the family life cycle. In Western 
Europe, these dynamics interact with complicated tax laws, business 
regulations, and gift and inheritance customs between generations (Colli, 

72 The interviews were part of a common survey developed in the research group 
REALEURASIA, where all members of the research group used the same set of survey 
questions to business owners in Denmark, Hungary, Germany, Turkey, Russia, China, India, 
and Myanmar. The Danish sample consists of a random selection of Aarhus businesses: I 
travelled around the city and interviewed owners of primarily small, independent firms 
employing a maximum 30 employees. Some of the firms agreed to several follow-up
interviews (between two to nine) and participant-observation.



126 ANNE-ERITA BERTA

wisdom that family firms are destined to be replaced by a more rational 
capitalism (Yanagisako 2019a: 2; 2019b: 229). Yanagisako argues that 
family firms do not measure their success purely in terms of financial 
outcome and accumulation of wealth. She has criticized scholars for 
overlooking the social and affective benefits implied in family firms, and she 
has argued that we need to acknowledge success as more than wealth-
maximization and financial outcomes (Yanagisako 2019b: 230). Yanagisako 
suggested that we understand the success of family firms in terms of their 

a transfer of social values. 

Aarhus. The Aarhus business owners were not particularly concerned with 
the legal technicalities of transferring ownership of their firm to the next 
generation. It was certainly difficult or time consuming in bureaucratic 
terms, but the transfer process was not a cause of any kind of existential 
anxiety for the elder generation. The difficult aspect, rather, was ensuring the 
proper transfer of the kind of norms and values which they felt would form 

parents to be more concerned with norms and values rather than the legal 
and economic provisions? And what were the implications of this norm-
based concern for generation relations in the running of the firms? In the 
following, I draw out the different models for generational transition that I 
encountered among the Aarhus business owners. I will show that the 
business owners dealt creatively with various bureaucratic obstacles and 
regulations, juggling various forms of formal and informal ownership. Not 
everything went smoothly, of course. And I will therefore also describe some 
of the tensions and disputes that can arise in such situations where the right 
kind of norms and values must be ensured as a precondition for transfer to 
the next generation. I argue, therefore, that the focus on transferring material 
assets needs to be balanced by an equal attention to the kinds of family 
norms and values that are transferred. In other words, it is not just a business
that changes hands; norms and values are also being passed on and 
reproduced from one generation to the next. 

The Value of Values

Peter Jaskiewicz, James Combs, and Sabine Rau (2015) has claimed that the 
reason why so many family firms fail to survive past the first generation is 
due to the second generation lacking entrepreneurial skills. Business scholars 
studying family firms tend to emphasize that family firms are less concerned 
about profit and more focused on socioemotional priorities, such as 
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maintaining good relations among family members.73 Following this claim, 

succeed beyond the first generation (Jaskiewicz et al. 2015).74 These theories 

found among the Aarhus firms that I studied. However, the spirit was not 

enthusiasm about creating something on their own. In Danish, we might say 
that they should be 
describe a self-employed, often innovative person who is characterized by 
their ability to put ideas into action (in this sense, not all shopkeepers are 

, but someone with an idea for a new kind of shop or service 
would be). The parental generation among my informants have norms and 
values which they feel are absolutely vital for the maintenance of their firm 
or for starting their own firm. Moreover, the parents want these norms and 
values to be perpetuated and ensured if they transfer ownership or 
management of their firm to their offspring, or if their children decide to 
start their own firm one day. 

mainly to a priority on profit-maximizing and market orientation (e.g. 

from novel angles, we discover that the sentiments I observed among the 
Aarhus firms may provide further nuance to the concept of an 
entrepreneurial spirit (Swedberg 2000: 7). In contrast to the conventional 
business studies understanding, I argue here that the entrepreneurial spirit 
should be understood as the core norms and values of the founders. These 
norms and values are not constant. They vary with the social and cultural 
context. The entrepreneurial spirit, therefore, can be more than the ability to 
create innovative ways of earning capital. It can include other sets of values 
such as freedom and creative work. I will illustrate this contrast below. 

For the current generation of Aarhus shopkeepers, the succeeding 
generation needs to be as much engaged in the idea of the firm as they 
themselves were when they started. Managing a firm is hard work, and 
without full engagement, high arbejdsmoral
passion for what the firm represents, the successor will (in their view) fail 
(Johannisson and Wigren 2006). 

73

74 On discussions about entrepreneurial potential, see Bill et al. (2010).



128 ANNE-ERITA BERTA

argued that when the son sees the hard work and engagement his father has 

expertise and develop it further. Being witness to the hardworking, dedicated 

as well as learning the skills and acquiring expertise. When the grandson 
generation was up for succession, however, the grandson had grown up 
without witnessing the discipline and frugality of the previous generations, 
who had a closer relationship with direct production. After two generations 
of building up the firm, the third generation stepped into a successful firm. 

on expensive vacations instead of investing hard work into further 

emphasized that we can benefit from viewing the family firm as a kinship-
based enterprise that has a social life beyond that of the legal firm. She 
shows how the Italian family firms are embedded into the family members 
various life spheres. The firm is intertwined with kinship relations and 
influences educational choices, and its influence persists for the family long 
after the formal legal firm may have been sold off or closed down.

strategies are constantly being reassessed and reformulated by people who 
construe themselves to be connected by enduring bonds of relatedness and 
whose relations are shaped by a dense assemblage of beliefs and sentiments, 

What is the difference between the Italian and Chinese firms described 
by Yanagisako and the Danish business owners? I would argue that the 
Aarhus business owners placed higher priority on the values they meant to 
transfer onto their children. The Aarhus business owners seemed to place 
more faith in the right values as opposed to having a specific skill set. 

learn certain business techniques in business school, and they were 
disappointed that the principles of capitalist rationality they learned in 
business school failed to work in practice. In contrast, the Aarhus 
entrepreneurs did not send their children to business schools at all. In place 
of acquiring education or a specific skill set, the Aarhus business owners 
acted as if their own norms and values were more important than the 
capitalist principles and techniques taught in business schools. The Aarhus 
business owners downgraded educational skills in favour of having a prudent 
and modest behaviour (e.g. Dahl 1986: 100). 

instructive. The Italian family firms, like those in Aarhus, celebrate their 
diligent work ethic. By the third generation, they have grown into a 
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comfortable, prosperous bourgeoisie. The Aarhus family firm owners did not 
aim for wealth. They were more concerned with preserving the freedom and 
control involved in managing all areas of the firm themselves. The Aarhus 
business owners valued above all their freedom to control their own life and 
work, celebrating a modest consumption. The emphasis on the work ethic 
was thus similar in Como and in Aarhus, but the Aarhus business owners 
differed in such a way that they were consciously working to achieve a 
balance between hard work and modest consumption. Their main motivation 
was not to expand, grow or develop, but to lead a life where their work 
remained meaningful to them at the personal level, doing what they enjoyed 
and managing business according to their own principles were more 
important than profit-maximation. In contrast to what Yanagisako found 
among business owners in Como, the Aarhus entrepreneurs continued to live 
by their norms of a moderate material consumption, even when their firms 
had been successful long enough for them to move to a higher level of 
consumption and gain more leisure time. The business owners remained with 
their firms, putting in the extra hours as they had always done, not because 
they had to, but because they wanted to. 

What stands out about the Aarhus firms is that they were small firms 
that intended to remain small. Their entrepreneurial motivations did not 
derive from a desire to accumulate vast amounts of wealth for themselves, 
nor to expand, nor for their children to live in luxury. Their project was not 

children. Rather, it was to equip their children with a set of values that would 
enable them to make the right choices in order to live a good life. The good 

later chapters, I will how the business owners prioritized values such as 
freedom to do what they enjoy, the self-fulfilment of creating something 
where they could physically see the results and the feeling of contributing to 
the local community by offering local products in an intimate environment. 

heard declaration of principle among all six of the business owners with 
whom I had intimate contact. Moreover, most of the business owners 

not involve future generations, and this was something their children knew. 

ensure the transfer of what they considered important norms and values, 
rather than the transfer of the actual business as such. Ole, owner of a bakery 
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not planning for my children to take over the business. They have to take 
75

76 Similar remarks

77

Even though the parental generation tried their best to transfer what 
they believed to be the proper values to their children, there was no 
guarantee that the children would follow the same path as business owners 
or that they would adopt the same values as their parents. Perhaps in order to 
give their children the best possible conditions, parents therefore invested 
more in teaching their children the values they considered vital to succeed in 
life rather than focusing on the skills they needed in their particular firm. 
The passing on of values from one generation to the next is hardly limited to 

generational studies from Scandinavia illustrate that the senior generation 
focused their energies on passing on what they believed to be the proper 
moral values. This transfer of values effort was not always successful, of 
course. In Chapter Four we saw that Polly and Poul articulated a different 

Although Poul claimed that he was concerned with modesty, Karl did not 
think Poul was modest enough. 

One of the ways that the Aarhus business owners attempted to transfer 
their values of hard work and modesty to younger generations was their 
refusal to make cash transfers to their children. Common to all the business 

the shop owners had received little or no financial assistance from their 
parents to help start their firms. This is not unusual in Denmark, where 
young adults may even pay rent to their parents if they remain home, and 
Danish parents will often expect the state welfare system or educational 
stipends to sustain their teenage or young adult children so that parents do 
not need to give their children money for living expenses. This kind of 
relationship changes, of course, when parents become grandparents, with the 
usual system of caregiving, extravagant gifts, cash advances and loans to 
children and grandchildren. When reflecting on their upbringing, my 
informants commented on how their parents had emphasized values of hard 
work and making your own way in the world. A common trait in these 

75

76

77
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upbringing narratives were stories about helping their parents work on the 
farm, in the house, making an early economic contribution to the household 
(from the age of confirmation at 14) or having to leave the childhood 

involves renting a room in a shared flat with either friends or strangers or 
perhaps moving together with their partner to become cohabiting 
(samboende). Leaving home right after school is common throughout 
Scandinavia, so much so that it would be considered strange if a person in 

facilitates this youthful independence with welfare benefits for unemployed 
youth, generous stipends for teenagers or students who live outside the 
home, generous student loans and rent subsidies for those with low income. 

In many societies studied by anthropologists, the transfer of resources 

cycle. Among the business owners whom I studied; none had planned their 
future with a view toward any kind of anticipated inheritance. They tended 
to view any kind of inheritance as a windfall, a bonus in which they might 
unexpectedly inherit certain valuable material goods or cash when close kin 

parent had become senile or for other reasons could not manage their own 
financial affairs. This attitude is also evident in the questions I asked about 
inheritance. The person responsible for a sick parent would be trusted by 

general impression about the Danes I befriended, both shop owners and 
others, was that the money or other material assets of their parents was not 

parent wanted to take an extravagant vacation abroad; such behaviour 
indicated greediness and selfishness on the part of the child. Danish law 

(tvangsarv) that makes it impossible to disinherit widowed spouses or 
children, as might be the case in other countries. 

Some business owners inherited property and other assets from their 
parents after they had already established their business, household, and 
family independently, while others could expect to inherit from their elderly 
parents when they died. Certainly, some informants had inherited money or 
property, and this inheritance certainly helped their personal economy or 
enabled them to invest more in their business. Ole, for instance, inherited 
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sold the house, and the proceeds were divided amongst Ole and his siblings. 
These extra funds enabled Ole and Marie to renovate their own home 
without having to take out a bank loan, which they initially had planned to 

their firm or make a larger renovation than originally planned. When Marie 
and Ole showed me around their newly renovated house, they repeatedly 
stressed how they have chosen a modest style, not doing more than 

Another example is that of Julian, the goldsmith. Growing up as one of 
seven siblings, Julian never encountered any extravagance in his upbringing. 
He got his first job when he was 12, delivering newspapers, and he 
continued in various odd jobs before and after school. When he had finished 
primary school, he worked his way up to a managerial position in a 
supermarket, until he finally decided to enter university. Without help from 
his parents, and thanks to the welfare state providing free higher education 
and a generous student loan, Julian completed his education as an engineer 

position. When he decided to change careers and become a goldsmith, he 
was able to do so partly because he had been able to save up capital to start a 

owners with a similar lifestyle, the opportunity to do something they enjoyed 
in various stages of life. The enjoyment lay not in any sort of free time 
pursuit or hobby, but in the work of owning and managing their own shop.

These examples reveal how my informants expressed sentiments 
about being independent with a strong preference of being able to manage on 
their own, without the help of their parents. Despite very different family 
backgrounds, they all expressed this desire for independence. They all 
emphasized thrift over conspicuous consumption. And they all underscored a 
work ethic that allowed them to establish and manage their firms based on a 
personal commitment and on-the-ground, shop-floor presence. For Julian, 
this commitment was to his new craft of goldsmithing, for Marie and Ole it 
was mushroom farming and then their bakery, and for Pernille, it was 
handicraft. Sentiments like these are certainly not particularly Danish. 
Rather, they are important features of successful small business owners the 
world over. However, the Danish welfare state, with its bureaucratic 
regulations, advanced economy and social safety net, provides a very 
specific context for these values that is not found elsewhere. This social 
context may explain the rather low level of entrepreneurship (understood 
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here as proportion of small business owner-operators) in Denmark compared 
to other advanced countries. In general, small business owners are often 

desperate that they cannot find adequate wage-labour. The Danish small 
business owners are neither extreme risk takers nor desperate low wage 
earners. They do not fall into these extreme categories, which is why they 
may be considered more of a subculture than in other countries. 

Another example that illustrates the valuation placed on thrift and 
independence comes from Kia, a dog groomer in her fifties. Kia had paid an 

was not paid off, however. In addition, as the market value of the house had 
increased over the years, Kia had refinanced her loan in order to renovate the 
house, travel, and invest in her dog grooming business. This meant that when 
Kia died, after having lived a comfortable life with very small housing 
expenses, her children would inherit a house burdened with such a large 
mortgage that they would not be able to keep it. Her children would have to 
sell the house at a very small profit. Kia explained that not having built up 
any savings that she could pass on to her children was a conscious decision 
she had made many years ago. She said that in her view, she had equipped 
her children with something more important than money: independence and 
the ability to take care of themselves. She told me that she did not feel that it 
was her responsibility to leave any kind of inheritance for her children. 
Although few business owners were as outspoken as Kia about not leaving 
an inheritance for their children to ensure independence, they shared her idea 
that children should learn to work hard in order to take care of themselves 

(gratis).
These attitudes of raising independent, self-sufficient children dovetail 

nicely with late capitalist, neoliberal values of individualism, free choice, 
and an emphasis on enhancing profit by working hard and saving labour 

concerned with profit- or wealth maximization. They had entered self-
employment and started a business because they wanted the freedom and 
control entailed in such a life path. They wanted the freedom to work with 
something they enjoyed using ways and means they could control. Although 
Marie and Ole were concerned with working hard, articulated as constantly 
keeping themselves busy, their motivation was self-fulfilment, not profit-
maximation. A similar emphasis on hard work and independence as a 
cultural value and a political ideal can also be identified in Danish welfare 
policies and political campaigns (Bendixen, Bringslid, and Vike 2018: 19; 
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sufficiency have been accepted in the population as constitutive of the idea 
of a Danish and Scandinavian identity, being broadly discussed in the 
ethnographic literature since Gullestad wrote about egalitarian individualism 

Rytter 2015).78 Independence and self-sufficiency, of course, are values that 
can be found everywhere. There is nothing particularly Danish or 
Scandinavian about them. Here they could be described as the core values of 
the successful business owner. The Aarhus business owners concern for 
independence and self-sufficiency had more to do with freedom and control 

They wanted their children to be independent and hard working in order for 
them to have the same chance to live the kind of good life in the way they 
envisioned. Ole, for example, he wanted his children to learn independence 
and hard work in order to achieve what they wanted in their lives, regardless 
of what their parents wanted for them. He was convinced that in order for his 
children to live good lives, they needed to find their own pathway in life. Pia 
had followed the same logic with her daughter Sally, when she had told 
Sally to go and do her own thing. None of the business owners I knew in 
Aarhus emphasized that they wanted their children to become wealthy; they 
were all concerned with their children living good lives. 

Creative Solutions to Bureaucratic Obstacles

When a physical enterprise is ready for transfer from one generation to 

connected to the practicality of transfer. Whenever I visited a firm for the 

discovering the complexities of ownership. It was often the case that the 
person to whom I was initially introduced as the owner would later turn out 
to be only the operator or manager. This gave me a clue to how families deal 
with the process of passing on the firm from the senior generation to the 
junior. The transfer of responsibility, management, and ownership could take 
place without the actual transfer of assets, at least while the parental 

my understanding of ownership as such.

78 Egalitarian individualism deals with the tension between individualism and equality as
sameness (Danish: lighed). Individualism and identity are important, but equally important is 
equality, here understood as sameness or fitting in. The individual negotiates their 
individuality in confrontation with people who are different. Sameness is achieved by 
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At Ikan, for instance, most of the employees would refer to both Polly 
and Poul as the owners; legally, however, the real owners were Poul or Karl, 
depending on which firm they were referring to. Polly referred to herself and 
Poul as the owners, whereas Poul sometimes referred to himself as the sole 
owner, and on other occasions he said that both he and his wife were the 
owners, depending on the social context. He never mentioned Karl as owner, 
although legally, Karl owned the Ikan property, its inventory, and the brand. 
In the Toys firm, Sally would refer to herself as the sole owner of her 
business, whereas her mother was inclined to refer to both herself and her 
daughter as co-owners, depending on the context. 

In Denmark, the legal business owner is the individual listed on the 

The owner would be the person who owns the shares of a corporation A/S or 
ApS (LLC), or the person who owns the name of the firm on the legal 
documents. In practice, the business operators with whom I interacted were 
the owners. However, there were various combinations: they might rent the 
business premises, name and brand, or they owned the name, but leased the 
inventory, or vice versa. In some cases, this arrangement took the form of a 
new business with a similar name, but with a new official business 
registration number or new firm in the form of an AS or ApS, as was the 
case with Polly and Poul. Here, the parental generation, in this case Karl, 
was still the legal owner of the business, and it was Karl who rented out the 
name, premises, equipment, and brand to his daughter and son in-law. 

Because of strict tax laws requiring approximately a transfer tax of 42 
79

generational transmission requires careful preparation and sophisticated legal 
and accounting knowledge.80 For the small enterprises in my sample, the 
owners had typically not prepared for a generational transmission. This was 
because they did not believe that their children would actually take over their 
firm (as did Marie and Ole) or because they had just not thought about it 
(like Pia and her daughter Sally). The few business owners whom I 
interviewed who had experienced a generational transmission shared the 
belief that the most important explanation as to why many businesses failed 
after being passed on to the next generation had to do with the divergent 
aspirations of the children.81 All the generational owners whom I 
interviewed agreed that it was impossible to inherit a firm in its totality

79 I have no examples where the parental generation gives the entire firm to their children as a 
gift. The recipient would be subject to exorbitant gift taxes under Danish law.
80 See Pilsner (2014) for a description of the laws (Danish).
81 This is based on a questionnaire where five of 25 entrepreneurs managed multiple 
generations family firms.



136 ANNE-ERITA BERTA

without having to pay a sizable tax bill. If the younger generation sought to 
take over from the current owner on his or her retirement, they would have 
to purchase the business at its market value (often requiring them to take out 
a loan), and the parents would have to pay tax on the full amount of the sale. 
Alternatively, the parental generation could give the firm to the successor 
child as a gift, but the child would still have to pay a gift tax on the value of 
the gift above the tax-free-gift threshold of DKK 62,000 (per parent, per 
child, per year). 

For small firms with little excess capital, such a transfer could entail 
taking out a loan in order to pay the taxes on the gift (market value of the 
firm) since the value of the firm is contained in inventory, goods, and future 
profits, not in the cash on hand. The giver or receiver would need to decide 
who should pay the taxes. This system of taxation implies that the parents 
stand to earn more from selling their firm to a large corporation (that can 
afford more than the market value) or by simply liquidating the business 
entirely. This is a system, which encourages further growth of oligopoly 
enterprises.82 Unless the owners have carefully planned for succession, 
inheritance is an unprofitable business transaction for the small business 
owner. 

It is tempting to explain the absence of generational transmission in 
terms of the tax and bureaucratic obstacles. However, my research with the 
Aarhus small business owners has shown that other factors are involved. Of 
more importance is how the owners evaluate the freedom of choice and 
proper social values of their children. It is the strength or weakness of these 
values that can explain why so many of the firm owners chose not to transfer
their business to the next generation. As a case in point, we can describe 

Pernille was lucky enough to lease the premises from Astrid, a retired 

been in the area since long before it became a popular shopping street. Astrid 
was committed to locally produced products, close relationships with cus-

Julie, had taken over management of her design and production unit, and she 
leased the physical business premises, with all its inventory, to Pernille. 
However, Julie was not interested in managing the shop itself; she wanted

82 See the list of acquisitions by Bestseller, a large clothing corporation, of nearly all of 
downtown Aarhus, resulting in the closure of several small, independent businesses 
(www.tinglysningen.dk). The information is taken from a private email between a 
government official and an independent shop owner who showed great engagement in her 
attempt to prevent large corporations from acquiring the entire business area of her quarter. In 
some cases, Bestseller bought the property, at other times they lease.
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only to take over the design brand that her mother had developed. This ar-
rangement left open the possibility for Pernille to open her own shop without 
taking out a huge loan, and it saved Astrid the taxes incumbent on a sale.

Astrid wanted her shop to remain a small, local shop that would be run 
according to her core values of high quality, intimate relationship with 
customers and in solidarity with the other yarn shops. This was why she had 
declined the purchase offer from the Bestseller Corporation, one of the major 
clothing chains that were rapidly coming to dominate the Aarhus shopping 
scene with cheap, mass produced apparel. Another independent merchant 
across the street drew my attention to a growing problem for independent 
firms in the area. The Bestseller Corporation had offered more than market 
value for the premises and was in the market for real estate owned by both 
individual shopkeepers and land owned by the municipality. A map of the 
area where Pernille and other businesses were located (map provided by the 
municipality) showed that many shops had sold their storefronts to 
Bestseller. Bestseller was eager to invest in what they viewed as an up-and-
coming attractive business area. However, it was an area of the city where 
many of the firms were very old, many had a sentimental connection to the 
area, or they carried the same ideals as my business owners to stay small and 
carry about with business because they wanted the freedom and control that 
followed self-employment. Some independent merchants had come together 
to form an association to resist the take-over by corporate interests. This 
association promoted local events, collaboration on seasonal events, and 
otherwise sought to fight buy-outs and protect their shared interests (see 
Becattini 1990).

The agenda of the remaining small firms was based on protecting the 
small, independent, owner-operated shops. While the area had recently 
become attractive, property values had not yet risen to the level of competing 
districts, and many of the small businesses benefitted from relatively low 
rents. The area was a convenient location for business, and if they let go of 
their lease, they were unlikely to find a similarly priced location elsewhere in 

had existed in the area long before it had become a popular shopping street, 
and her decision to sub-let the premises to Pernille can be explained by her 

shopkeeper who cared about quality goods and satisfied customers. Astrid 
had asked Pernille if she was interested in leasing the shop after getting to 
know her from the local knitting community. However, the arrangement 
between Astrid and Pernille was based not only on shared values. Part of the 

Astrid, or rather, her daughter Julie, would have a reliable outlet for their
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products, and Astrid could rest assured that her shop was in good hands, with 
someone who, like her, would not allow the large corporation to buy her out 
(Curasi et al. 2004).

However, Astrid also had another interest: to continue her line of 
design. Without the physical shop, she might encounter difficulties finding 
channels for distribution. In order for the design section of her firm to 
survive, she also needed a retail outlet for her products. We may view 

that Astrid also had a sentimental attachment to her shop, having spent her 
entire professional life running it. For Astrid, as with so many shopkeepers, 
her material interests overlapped with her emotional attachments. The shop 
was not just her enterprise; it was also her way of life.

As we can see from the example of Pernille and Astrid, the definition 
of ownership is legal, economic and emotional. Pernille owned the brand 
name of the firm; she had officially registered her own business and was the 
sole proprietor. The inventory was hers after she had paid Astrid the 
wholesale price. A third person owned the physical premises, although 
Astrid had a rental contract that gave her basically unlimited lease with a 
fixed price. The rent was cheap compared to other comparable shops. 

According to the Danish Business Lease Act, the lease on a business 
premises can be sold ( ) or passed on to a new business within the 
same sector or branch without price regulation (Erhvervslejeloven
83).83 The same law protects long-term contracts with limitations on rent 
increases. Understandably, such price-controlled leasing contracts are 
attractive to any business owner desiring to rent premises based on the 

was located had such advantages. Since the early 2000s the area had been 
gradually transformed from a district renowned for prostitution and drug 
dealing to an attractive shopping street for local, small scale retail businesses 

current market price, were therefore highly attractive, and could be obtained 
through informal networks, sold, or in some cases with an under-the-table 
cash payment.

to Pernille. The initial contract between Pernille and Astrid was for three 
years. After that, they could re-negotiate the contract and Pernille could 
decide if she wanted to buy the lease or continue subletting from Astrid. 
Astrid, on her side, could choose to pass on the permanent rental contract to

83 For full version of the law, see https://danskelove.dk/erhvervslejeloven
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someone who could afford it (like Bestseller), but for now, she had decided 
to sublet to Pernille. However, Astrid indicated that if all went well, she 
would sell the contract to Pernille at a reasonable price.

subletting business premises is common in an area where rentals are 
expensive. Knowing the worth of re-leasing such a good contract creates a 
temptation to sublet and earn easy profits. Nevertheless, the Aarhus small 
business owners seemed more motivated by moral values than profit (see 
Polanyi 2001 [1944], where freedom is blocked by the moral obstacle). 
Julian, for example, retained the rental contract from his previous shop for 
three years after he moved to larger premises. He did not sublet the premises, 
but he had developed an emotional tie to the old shop, which made it hard 
for him to pass on the contract. It was rare to get hold of the old, cheap 
contracts and he wanted to pass it on to the right person. For now, Julian lent 
it out to young artists and held occasional exhibitions there. Mostly, it was 
just empty.

Whereas Pernille and Astrid provide an example of how firms are 
transferred between non-family members, family firms deal with the same 
issues. I found that they often rely on the same creative solutions. It was 
common that the parental generation remained the formal owners of a firm 

responsibilities and commitments. This was the case for both Ikan and Toys, 
and such a delayed transition had taken place in three other firms that I 
surveyed. These mixed ownership firms also divided the profits so that there 
was no practical difference between the new managing owner and original 
but still formal owner. 

Although bureaucratic regulations and taxes created challenges in 
terms of transferring assets from parents to children, careful planning could 
help the parents carry out the transfer without much difficulty. For example, 
Danish law permits each parent to give each child and grandchild a tax-free 

daughter-in-law; the amount in 2020 had risen to 67,100 DKK). A gradual 
transfer of cash assets was thus possible.84 Depending on the market value of 
the business, owners could gradually transfer the firm to the successor, an 
arrangement that Sally and her mother had agreed on.

In the case of Ikan, Polly and Poul avoided inheritance taxes when 
they took over management of Ikan by establishing a limited liability 
company (ApS) using the same family name. For the customers, employees, 
and public, as well as in all other practical matters, it was the same business,

84
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but with new owners. When the local newspapers or other media ran stories 
on Ikan, Polly and her husband would be described as the owners. Karl 
would also refer to them as the owners, and he described himself as the 
previous generation. In legal terms, however, Polly and Poul were the 
owners of another firm that only rented the inventory, employees, and 

differs from this model in one significant way, namely that their ApS (i.e. an 

leaving Karl the sole legal owner of all assets. 
Government regulation of firms through transfer and inheritance taxes 

encourages creative, but potentially destructive solutions for small family 
firms. Although these alternative ways of transferring a firm from parents to 
children are legal, Ikan is an obvious example of the risk of being excluded 
from the firm after a period of time (losing all the investments of time, 
energy, and finance). 

Flexible, slow transfer arrangements require a close relationship 
between parents and overtaking children, as well as with the siblings, who 
must also be compensated in some form. Although there are no formal 
regulations on gifts, gifts can cause trouble after the giver dies. If the 
amounts are considerable remaining siblings might claim compensation 
based on reduced expected inheritance, such as shown in the popular Danish 

of them have received large amounts of money from their mother when she 
was alive, they cut off a part of his inheritance to make up for the amounts 
he had received as gifts before their mother passed. Slow transfer of firms as 

generation, that the children will be able to manage their firm effectively. 
With so many risk factors involved, it was not surprising that many of the 
firms I encountered in Aarhus underwent major reorganizations in the wake 
of transmission from parents to children. The numerous methods of avoiding 
taxes and the transfer of ownership and management from one generation to 
the next placed the younger generation in a precarious position. They had to 
deal with the tasks of everyday management and the responsibilities of 
formal legal ownership. In Ikan, we saw that this involved what amounted to 
an exploitation of the younger generation: formal ownership and assets 
remained with Karl, while investment of labour and capital (capital through 
renovation and refurbishing of the shop) fell to Polly and Poul, who 

to manage the family firm for a time (with her mother retaining ownership),
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but eventually it was Sally who became the legal owner after years of 
gradual transmission 

According to Sally, her sister Julie had wanted to take over the firm 
because like Sally, she was proud of the family tradition that the firm 

lacked the unique moral (spirit) (soul/spirit) and (values) 
that Pia felt were needed to carry on the business successfully. Julie was not 
til stede (mentally engaged) in the shop. She had her mind on her career as a 
specialist nurse. As a shop Toys is a special place, Sally and her mother 
agreed. Not just anyone could manage it. Management of Toys required a 
person who held the same values that Pia had built up over the years. Even 
though Julie had thought that she possessed the right values, Sally and Pia 
agreed that she did not. The case sheds light not only on the vulnerable 
position of the younger generation prior to acquiring legal ownership but 

transition. 

about the future of his firm. A continuous theme running through the life of 
all the firms I studied in Aarhus was a concern for doing right and good. 
Despite the multiple bureaucratic, financial, and practical challenges 
confronting the entrepreneurs, they kept returning their concerns about 
having the right set of values. Sally, for example, was overly concerned with 
moral and made sure to remind me daily of her ethical standards and the 
importance of running her business in an ethical manner, of having what she 

moralsk virksomhed). Sally talked a lot about 
her ethical goals and the importance of being a moralsk virksomhed. Sally 
and her family saw themselves as a spiritual family, using the shop as an 

the owners planned for the next generation to take over. Sally was a single 
mother, and Victoria her only child. From an early age, Victoria had 
accompanied her mother wherever she went. She had watched and taken part 

knew from experience the importance of community, sharing, hard work, 
and independence. Victoria had worked in the firm when her grandmother, 
Pia owned it, before Sally got involved. Sally and Victoria had already 
agreed that Victoria would take over management one day. 

strived to be like her mother: a good human being who did morally right by
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others. When Sally and Victoria expressed these views, they did so both in 
relation to pure human qualities and in terms of how the firm was being run. 
Sally insisted that Toys was her platform to practice doing good. Victoria 

works. It was as if she was learning to take on a mission, a mission of good 

Toys successfully. To her, learning how to manage the firm was more about 
85 Both Victoria and Sally agreed 

that it was important that Victoria work in the shop and learn the business in 

sure that she was qualified to take over the business when the time came; 
mother and daughter were both certain about that. Sally and Victoria stated 
that they shared the same values in life as in business. They both showed that 
they worked to make the shop a place where anyone, regardless of purpose, 
was welcome, and where the business was managed according to strict 
ethical guidelines. 

concern for business ethics and compassion (medmenneskelighed). Like the 
other business owners, but more extreme, Sally had emphasized 
independence. They came from a family history of what Sally called 
independent (entrepreneur women) who in various 
innovative ways had managed on their own. Sally described her own 

She had to take care of herself and find her own path in life. Victoria, a 
single mother of two, told me how Sally had never helped when she had 
been a student and single mother. Sally did not only not help her daughter 
financially, but she also never picked up the children from kindergarten or 

public and for the local community. Although more modest in their 
formulations than Sally, Marie and Ole often mentioned how they took the 
time to talk to the customers. They also explained that they sold only ethical

85 The Danish terminology, which was constantly repeated, by Sally, Victoria and the 
grandmother was , respekt all referring to 
an open, free from prejudice, warm and welcoming, non-capitalist business strategy that 

frie vilje) providing guidance (vejledning) and 
expert knowledge (ekspertviden). As noted previously, the Danish term moral has various 
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products, being an organic bakery and collaborating with local farmers. 
These values were expressed in their actions. They spent time with each 
customer, listened to their employees and their concerns, and communicated 
in a respectful manner. These actions were reflected in the views of their 
customers and employees, who explained how Marie and Ole always took 
the time to listen to what they had to tell them, even if they were busy with a 

wants, going to lengths to meet these needs, was an expression of their 
ambitions of being good by literally doing good in their business.

Another common trait among the Aarhus business owners was their 
concern for and value they placed on hard work, especially physical, visible 

administration. Ole described himself as a multitalented man who could do 
anything well if he put his mind to it. What was important, according to him, 
was not what kind of firm he owned, but what he did with what he had at 
hand. Now he was the owner of a bakery, previously he was a pioneer 
farmer of a luxury crop (gourmet mushrooms), and he believed that his 
success was the result of his hardworking spirit and the values transmitted to 
him by his parents. Ole persistently claimed that it was not important to him 
that his children inherit his firm. It was more important, he claimed, that they 
created something of their own that gave their life meaning. Ole told me that 
by working towards transferring his own values over to his children, his 
children would be able to succeed in whatever they wanted for themselves, 
just as he could succeed in whatever he started.

The structured interviews I completed as part of a survey of 32 

rather than the material assets of his firm. The respondents to my survey had 

ability to enjoy hard work and a set of values, which (according to 
themselves), were essential in order to manage a firm with financial and 
ethical success. For Marie and Ole, these values implied taking the time to 

others meet their needs and wishes (such as enlarging their product 
assortment to include cakes or filling a large order on short notice). For 

to her total dedication to the firm, being involved in all aspects of the 
business, such as customer service, web design, colouring yarn, and even 
cleaning the floor after closing time. But their understanding of hard work 
also has to do with the dedication of time. Like the other businesses, Sally 
claimed she was always working. She also stressed an understanding and
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willingness to identify and fulfil the needs and wishes of others. Julian, 
while perhaps less explicit about his values, nevertheless expressed a 
willingness to work hard to help customers acquire exactly what they had in 
mind when they placed an order. He also took his time with each customer 
and made sure he became fully familiar with their specific wants and needs. 
This kind of customer service goes beyond greeting a customer who comes 
into his shop and asking how he can help. All six businesses owners offered 
a product or service that opened the way toward a more intimate relationship 

of custom-made jewellery would come by several times in the process from 
design to final product. Julian would sit down with the customer and they 
would share stories about their life and ideas behind the unique jewellery 
they wanted. All business owners had in common that they had taken the 
active choice to leave a life as wage-earner and start a business doing 
something they experienced as meaningful. They sought social contact with 
people, providing specialized products or services that made the owners feel 
good about themselves, knowing that they offered something unique. 

Polly and Poul often expressed concern that their children cared more 
about their screens (i.e. looking at their various electronic devices) than they 

with her father to work, learning everything she could about the business. 

( ), or work at all. They were not interested in taking part in the 
family firm. She and Poul were genuinely concerned that their children 
would not seem to acquire the proper work ethic (arbejdsmoral).

Why had Sally successfully managed to transmit what she viewed as 
the correct set of values to her daughter Victoria, whereas Polly and Poul, 
seemingly, had not? One possible explanation lies in differences in parental 
contact during their childhood years. Whereas Sally took Victoria with her 
for work and errands, Polly and Poul did not bring their children with them 
to work. The children never got to see their values of hard work and 
collaborative behaviour in action. The children were effectively isolated 

and Ole, who managed their farm from home, such that their children took 

meanwhile, built a home far away from the firm. In typical modern Danish 
middle-class fashion, they separated their business from their private life. 

and participation in adult work tasks as the key to transmission of values and 

values unless they are tied to concrete practices, in this case the practices of
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their parents being away at work, without having the chance to personally 
witness, much less take part in, the actual work they performed. Perhaps it 
was this separation between private life and business that prevented their 
values from being passed on to their children to the extent that Polly and 
Poul wished. Marie and Ole, Julian, Polly, Sally, and various other business 
owners I interviewed could all clearly recall observing and taking part in 

their parents on the job had been an important part of their childhood, and it 

The Danish concept of dannelse (equivalent to the German Bildung)
might be useful as an explanatory concept in the understanding of such a 
transmission. In his study of the Danish city of Skive, British anthropologist 
Richard Jenkins (2011: xiii) translates dannelse
philosophy or ideology, at the heart of the Danish education and childcare 
systems, which simultaneously emphasizes individual personal development 

86 The person without dannelse is thus 
unmannerly, vulgar, or uncultivated. The closest English equivalent may be 
schooling, upbringing or enculturation, but these terms are not sufficient to 
explain dannelse. Dannelse, and the project to ensure dannelse, has a long 
history in Denmark and Scandinavia. It involves an educational process of 
learning the social norms that characterize a specific way of acting, being, 
and knowing. Ensuring that everyone is dannede is the responsibility of the 
family, the educational institutions, the local community, and society. It is 
the process of becoming a properly brought up person, a Danish person (see 

different epochs and civilisations.87 Making sure that the children are 
dannede into the right values turns out to be an important, but not 
necessarily conscious strategy among the business owners. By allowing 

becomes a technique for imparting dannelse. For children of entrepreneurs, 

entrepreneurship later in life. Work is a form of education.

86 See also Ministry of Education (Folketingstiende 1975) inspired by a writing on dannelse 
(Christensen 1997).
87

on music, gymnastics, later rhetoric, and grammar. The classical tradition was followed by 
Roman Catholic religious influence, humanism, and national romanticism.
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Conclusion

affected by the bureaucratic challenges and tax laws set by the redistributive 
state, the strong emphasis on independence and individual self-realization 
also played a significant role in the low number of firms that were passed on 

expressed his disappointment that she did not want to continue the family 

up her own firm. She insisted that by involving her in his activities, social 
relationships, and life world as she grew up on the family farm, her father 
had taught her the values of hard work, community, and reciprocity. Marie 
had internalized a specific kind of entrepreneurial work ethic, a modest, 
frugal lifestyle, and an ideal of respectful care for the environment. Marie 
and Ole insisted that what was most important to them was not that their 
children should continue the firm that they had built up together, but that 

work. The project here was not the firm but the values deemed essential to 
building up a successful enterprise of any kind, and ultimately, the values 
essential for building a successful life.

In this chapter, I have shown that transmission of entrepreneurial 
skills is essentially a transmission of entrepreneurial values. Ensuring that 
these values are passed on is considered by my informants as more important 
than passing on the physical business or its assets. The business is a way of 
life, and at the core of any way of life is a specifically recognized value set. 
Among the business owners in Aarhus, this value set centred around self-
sufficiency and independence, hard work, engagement with the work, and 
doing good towards customers and collaborators. It was thus common for the 
business owners that they did not expect that their children would take over 
their business. The owners were more concerned with building up their own 
business than with seeing it passed on to the next generation. Although some 

none expected them to do so. Bureaucratic and tax obstacles involved in the 
transfer of a firm from parent to child can be burdensome to a small 
enterprise. The various solutions to avoid heavy transfer taxes and 
complicated financial transactions placed the younger generation in a 
precarious situation in the process of changing ownership. Owners were thus 
more concerned with transferring values and their work ethic; they ensured 
this transfer by involving their children in the activities of the firm from an 
early age. 

By ensuring that their children had requisite knowledge, the correct 
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equipped their children for the roles of adulthood as independent, self-
sufficient, hardworking individuals. That the children shared the same values 
as their parents meant that they, too, were bound to a certain lifestyle, and 
life mode; like their parents, they would disapprove of a consumption-
oriented, mode of life. Both my own survey and national statistics indicate 
that this strategy was somewhat effective: most business owners and 
entrepreneurs tend to be themselves children of business owners. Most of 
them, regardless of the kinds of educations they acquired, ended up leaving 
well remunerated wage-labour and returning to the life-mode of their 
parents, establishing their own firms, often within completely different 
niches than their parents. 

In her study of Italian small business owners, Yanagisako (2002) 
claimed that as a firm grows and expands, and as members of the second 
generation get involved, distrust and suspicion will emerge. This eventually 
leads to the division of the firm and establishment of new family firms. In 
my main sample, only two firms had existed for more than one generation. 
Ikan, the oldest of the two firms, had gone through the process that 
Yanagisako described, where brothers established independent firms, both 
with the family firm name. When we consider that nearly all the Aarhus 
business owners were themselves children of business owners, indicating 
that establishing new firms was a more common option than continuing the 

success of a family firm cannot be measured in assets or revenue. Later, 
Yanagisako has argued for a view of family firms as kinship enterprises 
rather than economic enterprises. She argued that viewing family firms as 
kinship enterprises enables us to understand that the values in family firms 
are measured by more than economic performance or outcome. Yanagisako 
suggested that we should recognize the social and affective benefits that 
come out of a family enterprise in order to understand the real value of 
family firms. More specifically, we can emphasize that the success of the 
Aarhus business owners relies not only on how the actual transfer took place 
or that the firm formally changed hands legally, but on ensuring the 
successful transmission of entrepreneurial values.





Chapter 6

Mode

values, I sought to understand their perspectives on work. I discovered that 
arbejde).

Work (arbejde) seemed to provoke negative associations related to tasks that 
you do because you have to, whereas the business owners defined the work 
they did at, and in relation to, their business as desirable (lystbetonet).88

Most of the shopkeepers were unwilling to distinguish between work 
(arbejde) and leisure (fritid). Moreover, the fact that they spent most of their 
waking hours at or in their firm certainly blurred the boundaries between 
work and leisure, business and private life. Danish ethnologist Thomas 

2013: 14). The business owners viewed work as a positive, embedded 
activity that gave them a sense of meaningful self-fulfilment. This resembles 
the career life-mode, with the exception that the career life-mode requires 
the professional worker to continually develop and demonstrate their 
valuable, innovative talents to their employer or to clients. The self-
employed business owner has no such burdens. The self-employed enjoyed 
their work activities, and consequently, found it difficult to admit that what 
they did was work (in the sense of drudgery). As we shall see, however, their 
role as self-employed also necessitated 

business owners operate without a distinction between work and leisure, 

88
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reveals how these business owners invest almost all their waking hours in 
the life of their firm, even when they are supposed to be relaxing in the 
privacy of their own home. Even while sitting on the sofa watching TV, they 
are still working via their phones. The wage-earner life-mode is the only life-
mode that is structured around a clear distinction between work and free 

Like the wageworker, the career professional can organize their free time, 
but it should be productive (taking courses for example), and they should 

value to the firm. The career professional and the skilled or unskilled both 

owns and distributes the means of production. The self-employed business 
owner owns her own ideas, skills, and expertise, and can hold on to them or 
distribute them according to her own needs and desires. Although the 

retain control of their ideas, skills and expertise. They can choose to remake 
their firm or keep it in their existing niche. They can adjust their incomes to 

Covid-19 closure of shops). The career professional who brings her lap top 
to the family dinner table is employed to produce unique expertise and ideas 
that are sold, commercialized and implemented into the firm she works for 

business owners have in common that they are intensely engaged in their 

a new firm elsewhere with new challenges or selling their expertise to other 

completely different. It is not a project of career advancement or seeking 
challenges. It is a project of autonomy and security, which is often obtained 
only with the help of an engaged spouse and supportive family members. 

A concrete example of these blurred boundaries between work and 
life, is that of Lone. Lone owned and ran a family firm pet shop together 
with her husband. Like the other business owners whom I befriended in 
Aarhus, Lone spent a lot of time and energy on running her business. When I 
discussed with her the importance of work compared to the rest of her life, 

arbejde]? We 
do not work. Our work is our life, so how can we define how much we work 

common throughout my fieldwork. To the business owners, what we 
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fritid). This passion for work, their immersion 
in the life of their enterprise, was in fact one of the main motivations to run a 
business. On the surface, this resembles the engagement of the career 
professional; the difference, however, is that the career professional is 
inherently disloyal to their firm; they expect and plan to move elsewhere, 
either to another firm, or even another country. The passion of the self-
employed is to their business, not to themselves. The self-employed business 
owners obtained satisfaction from their work; they relished the difficulty of 
separating work from life in general. This, of course, is the exact opposite of 
a wage-earner life-mode, in which working hours and leisure are to be kept 
absolutely separate, with the help of unions and labour contracts, so much so 

waking hours at their firm. They all agreed that they enjoyed what they did, 
and that spending these extra hours and days in their firms was not any sort 
of self-exploitation (as Marx might say) but instead brought happiness to 
their lives.

Work and Labour

insistence that life and work not be separated, I will discuss various 
understandings of work and labour. The anthropological literature on work is 
typically divided between those who focus on industrial capitalist societies 
and wage-labour (see for example Applebaum 1984a; Marx 1995; Mollona 
2005a; Smart and Smart 2005a), and those who focus on work in non-
capitalist communities, characterized by exchange relations and gift 
economies (Mauss 1966; Goldschmidt 1984; Lee 1984; Malinowski 1984; 
Gregory and Altman 1989)89 Work: 
A history of How we Spend Our Time (2020).

labour, drudgery, something you have to do but which you would rather 

enjoyable and self-fulfilling. The self-employed business owners whom I 
studied seem to fall between the two categories. Their daily work is not 
considered onerous. And it is certainly not a hobby. Nevertheless, they find 

89

1984, Work in Market and Industrial Societies and Work in Non-market and Transitional 
Societies (Applebaum 1984a, 1984b).
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their work as something that they perform with pleasure and with a feeling 

work as something they do because they enjoy it on multiple levels (i.e. self-
fulfilment, social recognition, secure income, fulfilling desire for freedom 
and control), we need to first distinguish between work and labour.

Hannah Arendt (1998) formulates a clear distinction between work
and labour. She describes labour in a manner similar to Marxist 
theoreticians, referring to tasks which are done out of necessity, requiring 
effort and perhaps even some discomfort or pain on the part of the 
individual. Hence, labour carries negative connotations of pain and sacrifice 
(Firth 1979). In contrast to labour, Arendt refers to work as tasks performed 
with pleasure and which the individual finds enjoyable or fulfilling. Where 
labour is rewarded with external values, work brings internal or social 
rewards such as prestige or self-fulfilment. Following this distinction, we 
could say that the Aarhus business owners were occupied with work. The 
alienation of man from labour emerged with the industrial revolution. Karl 
Marx (2007 [1867]: 708) claimed that in the 19th century industrial 

him to the level of an appendage of a machine, destroyed every remnant of 

workers has been broadly applied and reinvented by social scientists (e.g. 
Thompson 1963; Carrier 1992; Parry 1999; Mollona 2005a).

Danish word arbejde 

slid
arbejde is used in many different contexts 

and contains many different meanings and sentiments. For example, 
gardening (havearbejde) carries quite different meanings than 
(wage-labour). Whereas havearbejde connotes work performed voluntarily 

connotes laws, regulations, employment, unions and work tasks done out of 
necessity. Furthermore, arbejde is both a verb and a noun. The Danish word 
arbejde 

arbejder). The noun arbejder
(worker/labourer) carries connotations mainly to industrial factory workers 
and is rarely used in daily conversation. Instead, Danes frequently use the 
word medarbejder (lit: co-worker) to refer to employees, staff or colleagues. 
If there is one kind of work that the Aarhus shopkeepers may associated with 

kontorarbejde
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home or in a back office) and associated with keeping accounts, filling out
forms, or communicating with the authorities. Kontorarbejde

bureaukrati

Living: Embedded Work Relations

Based on his Norwegian ethnographic studies, Carl Cato Wadel suggests that 
we define work through seven characteristics. Work involves using physical 
energy, it is routinized/repetitive, takes place in a certain place at certain 
times, the activities are necessary, they are done for someone else, and it is 
directed towards a product or a result. Finally, work involves a commitment 
(Wadel 1979: 370). We shall see that the concepts of a separation of work 
and leisure simply do not operate for the Aarhus business owners, because 
their work is their life. If I mentioned the word arbejde to the pet shop owner 

arbejde
insisted that she could not relate to the concept of arbejde, she was simply 

arbejde

generating income, but it involves subservience to others (the employer). 

the third-generation pet shop owner, and the firm had been a central part of 
their lives together before she became a co-owner. The first years of their 
marriage, Lone worked in a chocolate factory, she then entered the pet shop 
as an employee, before she took on co-ownership. Lone had not joined her 

business had been part of her life since they met, and when she left her job 

she knew that it would not only be part of her life, but it would also be her 
life, she explained. Lone insisted that there was never any hesitation. She 
would not want it otherwise. 

The same applied to Marie and Ole. In their eyes, their bakery shop 

what it meant to live. They lived to work, they lived for work, and they lived 
within their work. But they were not slaves to their work as a wage-labourer 
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something we are longing for, we like spending time here [in the business], 

life90; it is our moral obligation [moralske forpligtelse] towards the 

between their way of life as embedded in work, and the plight of the wage 

were common among the business owners I worked with in Aarhus. The 
owners spent so much of their time, invested so much of their self, and took 
so much pride in their sense of achievement from their work in their firms 
that they were both unable and unwilling to separate their private lives from 
their work. Making such a separation would have meant that they regarded 
their firm as some kind of alienated, onerous labour, as just a job, as a simple 

those in the career lifestyle, is simply alien to the Aarhus business owners. 
They do not need to balance because there is no scale between the two 
concepts. Their work and their personal lives are embedded with each other. 

To the casual observer, Marie and Ole were completely overworked. 

allowing themselves only a half-hour lunch break and a coffee, and only if 
there was time. When they got home, they did the accounting and made 
plans for the next day/week/month. They insisted that they liked spending 
time at the bakery, and that the amount of time spent there was of their own 

to a stress breakdown. But Marie and Ole insisted that they were not 
overworked (overarbejdet) because they did not view the time they spent in 

90 vores virksomhed er vores liv .
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should we do? This is what we do. This is our life. We make a point out of 
creating an everyday life that we enjoy. We make a point out of creating a 

depression, that one typically encounters among so many career 
professionals.

When I asked them if they ever wanted to see their friends or family, 
Ole would assure me that they fulfilled their need to see friends and be social 
in their shop. Ole and Marie always took time to talk with every customer, 
most of whom were regulars. Accordingly, they knew their customers 
relatively well. No matter how long the queue, customers patiently waited 
their turn while the customer told Ole about how he spent the past weekend. 

together. When their adult children were in town, they always came by to 
have a chat, and during high season, they would help out in the shop. Every
December 23rd, all the regular employees had the day off and as 
replacements, their three children and their life-partners would come and 
work the entire day together in the shop. Working in the shop was not just a 
way of giving the regular employees a day off. It was a means of engaging 
the family in a sort of hyggelig Christmas tradition. According to Marie and 
Ole, it was about doing something hyggelig together as a family. Although 
the day before Christmas Eve was a busy day at the shop, a day where 
everyone was working, Marie and Ole described it as a day of nothing but 
joy and hygge. It was one of the few days of the year when most of the 
family was gathered. Because Marie and Ole worked six days a week, from 
3:00 am until 5.30 pm in the shop and then went home to finish bookkeeping 
before bedtime, the couple rarely spent time with friends or family outside of 
work. There was no free time on the weekends, that most wage earners or 
those with managerial careers would expect to have as a normal part of their 
lives. 

It was only after I had spent some time and gotten to know Marie and 
Ole that they admitted that they longed to have more time with family and 
friends. In fact, Marie and Ole had secretly started to plan a new enterprise, 
where they could work more on their own terms and be less dependent on 
physical contact with customers, but where they could still have flexible 
opening hours. In October 2018, Marie and Ole closed their very successful 
bakery in Aarhus. They signed a lease for some business premises in a small 
town closer to where they live and have rebuilt their barn into a home 
bakery. In December the same year, they opened a bakery the small town 
close to their home. Here they sell the bread they bake from their home 
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bakery at limited opening hours. They are only the two of them in the shop, 
and they express that they wish for it to stay that way.

spent in their firm (including the smaller firm that they began in 2018) was 

chosen because they controlled and enjoyed it. It was work, but not the kind 
of work from which they needed a holiday. Marie and Ole realized, of 
course, that they had created a life where they had little time for anything but 
the firm. Although they could afford to hire help and allocate tasks that 
would give themselves more time off, they still had this strong need to be in 

control, what could be interpreted as a distrust that others could do their job 
equally well, seemed to limit their possibility to reduce their commitment to 
their firm.

Their distrust of others seemed to be connected to their distrust of 
wage-labour generally, a characteristic I found in all the business owners 
whom I studied. Their understanding of wage-labour as uncommitted (or 
committed only as far as you receive a wage) was evident in the business 

as labour. Those they hired did labour, they themselves did work (or just 

middle managers in corporate firms as well. These managers, they believed, 
were not committed to the business, only towards an aim of earning a good 
salary for themselves. The business owners expressed an attitude where they 

understandable in so far as business owners place a high value on personal 
autonomy. Trust, as Matthew Carey and others have argued, implies 

(over work and life) make them reluctant to redistribute control, hence the 
distrust of others outside the immediate family. As Carey elaborated, trust 
necessitates risk. The risk of trusting others to take care of business was not 

important as trust to the success of Western, democratic states (2019: 8). The 
division of power, the role of media in monitoring state affairs, and the 
multiple forms of control practiced by welfare states, such as Denmark, are 

However, the Aarhus business owners practice their mistrust in a way that 
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resonates well with the view of mistrust as attitude, instead of problem. The 
business owners show mistrust by not allowing wage workers control over 
what they perceive as essential, creative or demanding areas of the business 
(such as baking bread in the bakery). But they manage to balance their 
mistrust in such a way that the employees experience a feeling of trust by 
being allowed to work in areas of the firm that the business owners consider 

implies both control and release of control. The business owners allow the 
employees control over cake baking processes, but these employees risk 

the precise way. In this way, the owners control the employees, and trust 
requires compliance from the employees. The employer-employee 
relationship remains asymmetrical, despite the trust between them.

For the business owners who own both their means of production and 
labour, in the classical Marxian sense, work makes them whole. Instead of 
alienating work from their selves, they embed their work in their lives and 

leaving them to hate their job, they find pleasure in their work. 
Karl Polanyi (2001 [1944]) argued that the commodity basis of 

be bought and sold. Labour can only be a fictitious commodity, however, 
when people are employed and work for money, i.e. as wage-labour. It might 
be more fruitful to view the self-employment that Lone, Marie and Ole, and 
similar small shops I worked with in Aarhus, as representing a type of work 
that existed prior to the modern market economy. Indeed, Marx called this 

shopkeepers earn income from their business, of course. But they are not 
capitalist investors seeking the highest rate of profit, where they would move 
their capital elsewhere, the moment they could get a better return. I do not 
claim that my firms were not profit-oriented or that they were not part of a 
market economy that made profits on labour (several also had employees as 
well). None of the businesses in my study resembled hobbies. All were 
concerned with making profits in order to survive, and perhaps even 
growing, but not beyond more than they could control. Nevertheless, several 
factors besides the need to earn a living motivated the owners to spend most 
of their waking hours in their shops and businesses. What they had in 
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common was an attitude about the work they did: that this work meant more 
to them than the work itself and the income they derived from it. The work 
they performed was more than a fictitious commodity (wage-labour to be 

work they did for themselves, and not labour for others (Arendt 1998). 
Hence, although work was a means by which they made a living, they did 
not think of their activity in this way in their everyday lives. If I asked Ole 
how he defined himself and the work he did, he viewed himself as the 
personification of his firm. Similarly, Poul would refer to himself as the 
fishmonger (fiskemand), because that was what he was. He never stopped 
being a fishmonger, even when he left the office and went home to his 
family. He was his work. But he was not bound by his work. He was not a 

idea that they are not motivated purely by profit. In fact, it is likely that had 
my informants read Polanyi, they would have agreed that their way of 
working belonged to the classification of work as an embedded activity, 
indistinct from their lives in general.

Graeme Salaman (1974) has argued that people of certain occupations 
tend to form work-based communities where they identify as people of their 
occupation (anglers, for example). Although Salaman was criticized for both 
his methods and conceptual framework (see Cosper 1977) his framework 
can be useful in understanding the worldview of my Aarhusian shopkeepers 
and the way they regarded their livelihoods. 

Pernille made a living out of her knitting hobby. She constantly 
occupied herself with what was now her work. She had been knitting ever 
since her grandmother taught her to knit as a child. Whenever she could, she 
knitted, she took part in several knitting circles, clubs, social networks, and 
most of her friends were knitting enthusiasts. To make a living, she had 
worked in a food canteen for 25 years. One day she decided to stop. After a 
few months of unemployment, she obtained a job in a yarn shop. It did not 
take long before she had regular customers, and she enjoyed her job. The 
other yarn shops in the city came to know about her, and after some time, a 
retiring shopkeeper offered Pernille the opportunity to take over her shop. At 
this time, Pernille had never even thought about opening her own business, 
and she declined the offer. It was at this time, Pernille told me, that she 
entertained the idea of starting her own business. A couple years later, she 
got another chance with another retiring yarn shop owner. When I met her, 
she had been the proud owner of her own little boutique, in one of the best 
locations in the city, for three years. Pernille had transformed her passion 
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into her living. This was a common feature of all the first-generation firms in 
my sample. Pernille spent the time outside her shop with friends who had the 
same hobby. She participated in knitting events, and she knitted at home. 
Although we might count her leisure time activities as work, in her eyes, it 
was not. When I asked her if she had ever tried to sell yarn to her friends or 
if she promoted new products while taking part in her social knitting 
activities, she insisted that she never tried to push her friends into becoming 
her customers. However, she would of course inform them with some 
excitement whenever she had received new products, but this was out of 
pure excitement. It was not intended as any kind of sales pitch. 

While Pernille claimed that she was not selling when she spent time 
with her knitting friends, it was clear that by making her hobby into her 
work, she had erased the boundaries between what we conventionally regard 
as work and leisure. She admitted that she never had the opportunity to knit 
anything for herself anymore, as she was always knitting for her shop. There 
was always a need for new knitted samples, she spent all her time outside the 
shop knitting samples to be displayed in the shops (a knitting shop operates 
by inspiring customers to buy materials for garments or patterns that they 
have seen elsewhere: in a magazine, worn by someone else, or displayed in 
the shop). 

When I surveyed 32 different business owners, asking them what they 
would do if they could have more free time and keep the same income as 
they had today, most replied that they would spend the same amount of time 
in the business as they already did, or that they would try to improve their 
(work) skills. 

It should be emphasized here that each of the shopkeepers with whom 
I did fieldwork carried out their work in order to generate income. No matter 
how many times they claimed that they were not motivated by profit, they 
were acutely aware that they were operating in a competitive market 
economy where businesses go bankrupt every day, especially small, owner-
operated businesses. That they pursued stable incomes, however, does not 
mean that they were necessarily profit-maximisers. I argue with Parry et al. 
(2005) and Williams (2004), that while all small businesses necessarily 
operate within the capitalist market economy, and not all of them have the 
goal of profit maximization alone. The ethnographic examples above show 
that business owners can be both part of the capitalist market economy and 
still have attitudes which resembles those described by Herbert Applebaum 
(1984b) as belonging to people of non-market societies.
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Hard Work

Polly and Poul, like most other small business owners, were extremely 
concerned with promoting themselves as hard workers. Poul would daily 
complain about his slidt (worn out) body. For decades, he had been cutting 
fish from early morning to late afternoon. Poul continually articulated his 
self-perception as a hard worker with a high work ethic (arbejdsmoral). It 
was important for him that I, and the people around him, understood that 
although he did not do the actual fish fileting anymore, that he had done so 
in the past. People should know that he had been compelled to reduce his 
manual labour due to ill health. I experienced conversations where both 

arbejdsmoral). Although the number of hours Polly spent at the firm were 

she had to do at home. She was responsible for laundry, hoovering, cleaning 
the stable (they owned horses), picking up and chauffeuring the children, and 
so forth. As an example of the kind of work rhythms of my informants, the 
table below shows the average working day for Marie and Ole (bakery shop) 
and Polly and Poul (fish). 

Daily rhythm

Time Marie and Ole Poul Polly

a.m.
Arrive at the bakery, 
prepare the dough

Engage in 
auctions via his 
phone from bed.

5 a.m. Bake. Gets up, makes 
calls from 
kitchen while 
having a 
cigarette. 

a.m.
When all the bread is 
in the oven, they have 
a short breakfast 
break, sharing a few 
slices of rye bread 
with cheese and 
instant coffee.

Gets into car 
with headset on 
and continues 
making calls to 
fish auctions 
while driving to 
the shop.
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7 a.m. Employees start to 
arrive. Prepare the 
shop for opening.

Arrives at the 
shop and sits in 
office preparing 
orders/cuts fish 
and packing 
deliveries. First 
delivery leaves at 
7 a.m. Shop 
opens.

Wakes up after 
the alarm has been 

minutes. Wakes 
children up, puts 
milk, cereals, and 
bowls on the 
table. Smokes a 
cigarette in the 
kitchen while the 
kids have 
breakfast.

7.30
a.m.

Continue to bake 
bread all day long.

Continues as 
above.

Children have 
been fed, dressed, 
and are sent to 
school. Combs her 
hair, gets dressed, 
and packs a slice 
of rye bread and a 
cup of coffee, 
which she will eat 
in the office.

8 a.m. Shop opens. As above. Arrives at the 
office. Makes 
coffee and has a 
cigarette before 
getting started 
with the 
bookkeeping.

a.m.
Busy baking and 
handling customers

Continues 
preparing, 
signing orders, 
and talking to 
suppliers/ 
customers via 
phone. Cuts fish.

Updates order 
books with 

other adminis-
trative work. 
Takes several 
cigarette breaks.

12 a.m. Around 2 p.m., Marie 
and Ole take a half-
hour lunch break after 
all employees have 
had theirs. Rye bread 

Has lunch at 
office sometime 
during this 
period. Lunch is 
also breakfast 

Sometime during 
these hours Polly 
has her lunch. 
Either something 
from the shop, or 
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with cheese and 
instant coffee with 
milk.

and is often 
shared with 
colleagues. Eats 
either what Polly 
brought, goes out
to buy something 
himself, or sends 
one of the 
employees. 
Lunch is always 
shared.

she sends one of 
the employees to 
buy something. 
Often, she has 
made a stop on the 
way to work. 
Lunch is always 
shared with 
employees and her 
husband.

p.m.
Busy times in the 
shop. Second round 
of baking and more 
time with customers.

Leaves the shop 
to visit 
customers, 
potential 
customers, 
suppliers, or 
other business-
related errands.

Works in office 
interrupted by 
several cigarette 
and coffee breaks. 
Might leave office 
in this period to 
avoid rush hour 
traffic. At home, 
Polly cleans the 
stable, takes care 
of animals, 
hoovers, cleans, 
does laundry, and 
other household-
tasks. (people who 
live on a farm 
with dogs in the 
house hoover 
every day)

4 p.m.
Busy times in the 
shop. Second round 
of baking and more 
time with customers.

Continues as 
above.

If she has not left 
the office already, 
she leaves the 
office and drives 
home. May stop
for groceries on 
the way home. 
Calls Poul several 
times. 
At home she does 
household tasks. 
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Children return 
home from 
school.

6 p.m.
Finishes work. 
Leaves the shop, and 
the employees close 
up, but Marie and Ole 
usually takes the 
daily cash receipts 
home. Drives home.

Makes sure 
everything is in 
order at the 
business before 
he leaves and 
spends an hour in 
traffic on the 
way home. May 
stop for groceries 
or other errands. 
Lies down on 
couch to rest 
while working 
via his phone. 
Falls asleep and 
naps on sofa.

Continues with 
household tasks. 
Drives children to 
different sports 
activities and is a 
volunteer coach 
for one of the 

teams.

7 p.m.
Ole does the 
bookkeeping of the 
day, while Marie 
cooks dinner. They 
eat together.

Poul cooks 
dinner, and the 
family eats 
together.

May cook dinner. 
Makes sure all 
children are ready 
for dinner.

8 p.m.
Eat dinner together, 
chat and get ready for 
bed.

Cleans after 
dinner.

Prepares the 
children for bed, 
takes in the 
horses.

10 p.m.
Go to bed Shower, personal 

hygiene, TV-
watching. 

Puts children to 
bed, showers, 
personal hygiene, 
feeds and takes 
care of horses, 
TV, and knitting-
time. Goes to bed.

10 p.m. Sleep Sleep Sleep

Table 3. Daily work and household routines for two small business owners.
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evening, between four and seven pm., Poul continued working via his phone 
in between short naps. Polly and Poul defined their life according to their 
business, and all friends, neighbours, and acquaintances knew them as the 
fishmongers. Their mind was always on the business. They both claimed that 

to business activities but also to household tasks. For Polly, this could mean 
that she was knitting while she was watching TV, and for Poul this meant 
that he was constantly making work-related calls, sending texts or emailing 
on his phone, even while they were watching TV. 

Polly and Poul did not have the kind of clear division of labour where 
Poul took a larger responsibility for the firm and Polly performed most of the 
household tasks. Their consumption was not based on any relative 
contribution to the firm either. They had a shared household economy where 
they both saw themselves as contributing equally to the household and to the 
business. They did not draw the same amount of salary advance from the 
firm to spend on personal or household items. If more money ended up in 

shopping this month. But they did not withdraw a fixed amount. The amount 
varied according to expenses. Polly and Poul thus shared responsibilities, 
work tasks, and material wealth. The lack of distinct mine/yours-thinking 
between them as a couple contributed to the blurring of the boundary 
between work and private life. Polly paid most of the bills, whereas Poul did 
most of the grocery shopping. However, their bank accounts were shared, 
and they did not have a strict arrangement for regulating the flow of cash 
between their accounts. However, Polly and Poul still maintained separate 
savings account, and they had a safe where Poul kept the cash receipts.91

They were married with a shared economy, and had equal rights to each 

out money from their own firm only in order to satisfy their immediate 
household needs, and nothing more. Moreover, some of the business owners 
did not pay themselves a stable cash salary, either because they were 
reinvesting in the business or because their business was still at an immature 

91 The reasons for why Poul kept cash in his home will, for ethical reasons, not be discussed 
here. I will leave it with one explanation, which could be related to mistrust in large banks.
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stage and did not yet have a stable customer flow or income from which to 

Although not all business owners expressed their dedication to their 
work as bluntly as Lone, the pet shop owner, they articulated an image of 
self that was based on hard work. Hard work was a prerequisite for a 
meaningful life, and with it came the pride in being a hard worker. Ole stated 
very clearly that if he did not constantly create and develop something, he 

worked 10 to 15-hour shifts every day since he was 13, and that this was the 

more visible when we discussed why they continued to carry out all the 

,
tasks, and usually, if a business gets bigger, you end up just sitting there 

.
For these small business owners, work, or rather, work in their own 

firm, was a space of pride and self-fulfilment. These sentiments express the 
importance of being active in each operational area of the firm, producing 
something useful. We may connect this way of thinking about work to what 
Max Weber, discussed as the essence of modern capitalism. In his renowned 
work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber (2001 

acquisition is no longer subordinated to man as the means for the satisfaction 

who profit from capitalist enterprise, had reached a point where they made 
enough money to sustain a desirable level of material comfort, and instead of 
working less, they just kept working hard, accumulating their wealth. 
According to Weber, the motivation for these people to work hard was 
grounded in a moral asceticism that had emerged from the Protestant idea of 

Nevertheless, people lost awareness of where the drive to work hard had 
originated, and they continued to work hard without having economic gain 
as their motivation. The motivation had become the work itself (Weber 
2001).

Most of the business owners I met in Aarhus would not agree that 
their motivation for working hard was their belief in some kind of heavenly 
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salvation; nor did they express the belief that they worked only to make 
money. Most of them did not reflect upon life after death or God, and more 
than half of them did not even believe in God, and certainly not life after 
death. So, if they were not overtly religious, what was their motivation for a 
daily life that consisted largely of hard work in their shop? Had the work 
itself become the motivation for work? All my Aarhusian friends come from 
a background of Scandinavian Lutheran Protestantism. Most of them had 
grown up as members of the Lutheran state church, singing Christian songs 
and psalms, and if not at home, they learned about Christianity from the first 
year in school. The public education system transferred what Danes now call 

or agnostic, the discussion of immigration and Islam in Denmark has led to 

kulturkristne) that they are 
comfortable with having their children baptized, their teenagers confirmed, 
being married in a Church, attending Christmas mass, etc. However, the 
Aarhusian business owners seem to work hard with few apparent reasons 
other than the satisfaction they get from being their own boss in a small 
business. They act out their own autonomy. They all lived materially 
comfortable lives, according to themselves, and they lived on their own 
terms. The fact that they spent so many hours each day working in their firm 
(or carrying out business tasks at home on the sofa or in the car) seems to be 
confirmation that the activities in the firm gave them the kind of spiritual 
satisfaction they articulated. Their ethos, visible through their continuing 
reiteration of their hard work, illuminates the vitality of this ethos in the 
moral realization of the self (Stenius 1997, 2010; e.g. Larsen 2011).

The business scholar Rosabeth Kanter (1978) claimed that working 
hard, doing something that they like, gives people a motivation to work that 
goes beyond that of obtaining financial security or profit (see also Ronco and 
Peattie 1988). Cato Wadel (1979) further argued for a folk concept of work. 
Wadel claimed that work has a logic beyond that of simply making money to 

obligation towards group and society is thus an important aspect of the hard 
work self-image. It is important to show that you have a proper work ethic 
(arbejdsmoral) and that you are hardworking ( ) in 
order to show that you are, not only a good citizen, but that you are a decent 
human being (Larsen 2011). This moral aspect is evident in the Danish 

god arbejdslyst
common phrase addressed to a friend, colleague, or family member who is 
about to go off to work or take on a task. The morality of work, the duty to 
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about welfare recipients and immigrants, who receive generous welfare 
benefits but for various reasons are not working; the inability to find work 
may easily evolve into an accusation that they just do not want to work 

Marie and Ole had made it their duty to work as hard as they could in 
order to satisfy their returning customers every day. Equally, Poul felt that 
he had a moral responsibility to meet the expectations of his customers and 
employees by making sure that there was fresh fish in his shop every single 

Karl, felt that Poul had not lived up to the expectations within the moral 
community. Karl ended up removing Poul, and his own daughter Sally, from 
their positions as managers of the business. Pernille was present in her shop 

explained her presence by invoking the social connection and pleasure of 
being two of them at work; but it was also because she wanted to ensure that 
every operation of the business, every routine, was going according to the 
way she wanted. This is another example of the pervasive mistrust that 
business owners have in the ability of anyone else besides themselves to run 
their business properly. 

For these business owners, spending an entire day at home was 
unthinkable. This was not necessarily because they were needed on the shop 
floor, nor because their profits would necessarily suffer if they were absent 
for some hours or a day (we do not know this because they were always 
present). Rather, viewing themselves as committed business owners who had 
to constantly work at their business did not allow them to stay home or do 

If there was one restraint in the lives of the business owners, it was their 

operations. This quality may explain their behaviour when they performed 
and explicated their concepts of work ethic (arbejdsmoral). 

For example, Sally reminded me every day that much of her work in 
her toy shop was invisible from the outside. Her reminder was always 

always 
every day thinking and analysing, and this was a heavy load on her as a 
person. She spent a lot of time explaining to her employees, whom she called 

pig erne) that although it looked like she was just sitting there, 
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constantly remind us that reflecting on their business operations was also 
work confirms what has been characterised as a Western industrial-society-
perspective on work (Wadel 1979). According to Wadel, work should be 
visible; it should produce an immediate result that one can see (ibid.). This 

more legitimate to claim that Sally, being deeply religious, was influenced 
by a Protestant Ethic, in so far as she felt the need to constantly make sure 
that no one would think that she was lazy or not working. The Protestant 

creates moments of uncertainty, that one is not working enough, or not doing 
the right kind of work. 

After spending many hours with Poul over weeks and months, I 
learned that although it looked like he was just reading the news and texting 

through his phone. I was confused at first when he made these phone calls 
because they sounded more like friendly chats, including telling jokes. But in 
fact, the jokes were just a prelude to a business deal, and Poul concluded 
several such deals throughout the day. Poul had a joking and personal tone 
with most of his suppliers and wholesale customers, and I learned that this 
way of talking and joking was an important aspect of fishmongering. With 
time, I understood that this was fishmonger banter, a way of speaking that 
both parts expected. All fishmongers and people working in the fish industry
used this kind of verbal style, some of which resembles the anthropological 

strategy was to have a close relationship with his suppliers, knowing them on 
a personal level, and talking to them in an informal manner. They were both 
mutually dependent on each other for ordering and delivering goods. In fact, 
the relationship between Poul, his suppliers, and many of his wholesale 
customers was decades long, having been inherited through generations. It 
was thus both natural and important that the relationship involved a tone that 
represented more than mere formalized business negotiation. This kind of 
informal banter gave him an advantage in terms of better deals and a chance 
that they might call him first when goods were scarce, or when prices at 
other wholesalers were too high. In the eyes of his employees, it looked like 
Poul was sitting on the phone, joking, relaxing, and playing around all day 
long. In fact, Poul was very busy, working hard, constantly monitoring the 
fish market, looking at prices on his phone, observing what fish had been 
landed and calling supplier contacts to be the first to grab the fresh fish at the 
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best available price. Similarly, the antipathy toward office work, which is 
necessary for any business, has an impact on those who believe that real 
work is only that which produces directly visible outputs. Employees on the 
Ikan shop floor gossiped about Poul, for just sitting around in the office, 
texting, making phone calls and reading news on his phone. For someone 
who stopped by his office in the lunchroom for short breaks and lunch once 
per day, it might certainly look like Poul was simply idling. However, the 
employees failed to realize that the hours Poul spent sitting in his office with 

success.

while it expressed their work ethic, had just as much to do with the mistrust 
in anyone but themselves to manage their business. When Carey (2017) and 
Muhlfried (2019) equally argued for mistrust as a skill and positive quality 
instead of simply a negative lack of trust, their views could easily apply to 
the Aarhus business owners. The shop owners certainly benefitted from their 
mistrust in others. When Marie and Ole, for example, refused to let go of 
control, they simultaneously ensured that their successful business strategies 
were protected. This strategy consisted of personal contact between the 
owners and customers, along with ensuring bread baking according to their 
style. This particular routine could not be replaced by having an employee at 
the counter, and according to Marie and Ole, their experience with hiring 
bakers was that they made bread differently than themselves. Marie and Ole 
believed that the customers would feel dissatisfied. 

Hygge at Work

Work in Western industrial society lies between the most private and public 
relations. The Norwegian anthropologist Cato Wadel, who has researched 
unemployment in northern Norway, claims that we have failed to view work 

2). Even when carried out alone or in isolation, it still takes place between 
people. Susana Narotzky and Niko Besnier (2014) have argued that in order 
to make a life worth living, most people focus not only on earning money, 
but, unsurprisingly, on living a good life. This implies that people need to 

(Narotzky and Besnier 2014: 6). The Aarhus business owners also apply 
aspects of their social life to their businesses, and partly for this reason, they 
have made them relatively profitable. By making a living out of their 
hobbies or passions, by filling their days with activities that they say they 
truly enjoy, by being involved in every phase of the business even when they 
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do not have to be, the Aarhus shopkeepers create their version of the good 
life. Of course, the outcome of this good life is also economic. They want 
their business to make a profit. But profit as such is only a means to an end. 

Take, for example, Marie and Ole and their bakery. During a normal 
day, they will talk about the hygge of their work dozens of times. This 
excerpt from my field notes shows how hygge can be used within the course 

I arrive at 10 in the morning. The bakery has already been open for 
two hours, and everyone is busy preparing and arranging the break 
and cakes. When I open the door, two of the employees look up from 
their work and greet me by stating that they did not know that I was 
coming today, and that it is hyggelig to see me. The two young girls 
mixing cake dough are smiling and laughing, sharing stories while 
they mix the dough. I walk back to the back of the baking section, 
where Marie and Ole are busy with separate work-tasks. When they 
see me, they smile and greet me. Ole asks me about my baby at 
home, or what I have been doing since he saw me last. I tell him 

Nej, hvor hyggeligt hyggeligt). I put on an apron, work 
shoes, and ask what I should do. Marie tells me to make a cake and 
that Ludvig will help me. I walk over to Ludvig, and he responds 

hyggeligt
the back room where we measure out the flour. While measuring, 
Ludvig tells me about his life, and we share laughs. We walk back to 
the front of the kitchen, where I cut almonds for the batter, and one 

you guys standing here having hygge

and cutting board and makes space next to me where she cuts raisins. 
We cut and chat in a cheerful tone. Another of the girls looks at me 

mandler
out the blender from under the table and blend all the ingredients 
that we have collectively measured and cut. It is just Ludvig and me; 
the girls have gone to do something else. However, throughout the 
process, any time an employee walks by or passes us to get 
something, they throw out an encouraging comment, often 
containing the word hygge. When the cake is in the oven, other 
employees walk by, take a look, and comment that it looks like it is 
coming along nicely. When the cake is out of the oven, everyone 
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agrees that it smells wonderful and looks good. When we cut and 
decorate the cake, the employees constantly comment on each 

counter, they are always greeted with a smile and a comment that fits 
the individual person. I often hear compliments being exchanged, 
and the word hygge is frequently used to describe an act or as a 
comment on a story.

principles of hygge. The constant reference to the hygge of a work task, 
conversation, or situation illustrates the power of hygge in constructing a 

positive comments, together with the fact that the workplace allows 
collaboration in most work tasks, contributes to the creation of a hyggelig 
atmosphere. The couple expend a lot of energy transferring their attitudes of 

in the back as having hygge Jeg hygger mig med dejen .
This reference to hygge illustrates that the concept is important in the 
execution of work tasks that would not be automatically hyggelig. Further, 
Marie and Ole actively recruited employees whom they believed would 
contribute to hygge at the workplace. By convincing themselves, their 
employees, and their customers that their bakery was a hyggelig place, filled 
with hyggelige people and food that contributed to hygge, the business 
owners created an attractive place for employees as well as customers (see 
Linnet 2012). Most of the shopkeepers sell items which have a certain kind 
of hygge; buns in the bakery, toys, fish for family dinner, yarn for making 
personal items and gifts, pet supplies for hygge with pet, so the materiality of 
the items sold is also a factor.

Smart and Smart (2005b) argue that small businesses, or what they 

workers and are themselves actively involved in the labour process, form a 
different kind of sociality than in larger, corporate firms. Marie and Ole 
actively took part in the multiple tasks of the business, working side-by-side 
with their employees. Although they would not admit that the emphasis on 
hygge was a strategy to optimise work performance, this was undoubtedly an 
effect of hygge 
work among self-employed fishermen on the north-west coast of Jutland in 

the north Norwegian fishermen in the village of Nordbotn in 1958. It is 
hardly surprising that small businesses where the owners are involved in all 
areas of the business will develop a more intimate sociality between 
owner/manager and employee than in large, corporate firms. Nor was it 
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coincidental that so many of the employees in my study were young adults 
within the same age group and life situation. Marie and Ole informed me 
that each employee had been carefully chosen. The choice was not based on 

passe ind i 
holdet), and they were easy to form. When I discussed attitudes about work 
with the employees, they all gave similar answers to my queries. The young 
staff enjoyed spending time with each other at work and became friends 
outside of work. Coming to work was for them another way of being with 
friends, and they claimed that they performed their work tasks with a 
motivation beyond that of simply earning an hourly wage. They had a close 
and personal relationship with the owners and a consciousness about the 
importance of the work they did. In my conversations with each of them, all 

(arbejde), because they had so much hygge. They also claimed they had a 
feeling that what they did was meaningful, not just for them, but for the 

underne 

a life worth living (Narotzky and Besnier 2014). In many ways their work at 
the bakery came to resemble leisurely, togetherness, as much as wage work 

memories of baking cakes together). Work, at least some work, can be more 
than a task which is exchanged for a wage. Work can be hyggeligt (Ronco 
and Peattie 1988; see e.g. Etzioni 1995).

Discussion and Conclusion: The Value of Work

points precisely to this separation between work and leisure. Here, everyday 
life associates the body with an instrument of labour, where leisure, and even 

2011: 52). The Aarhusian business owners consciously chose their life path, 
where one of their main aims was to avoid this feeling of a need for a break 
from their everyday lives. 

In describing the work routines of my informants, I could have 
included additional examples of days or moments when the business owners 
were exhausted and tired. However, such a negative perspective would have 
been misleading. My aim has been to draw out the general tendency in these 

embeddedness that gives their lives a sense of fulfilment that many of us in 
even the most stable salaried jobs can never hope to achieve. In their 
celebration of work over labour, these business owners and their firms 
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remind us of the nature of work and how work can become part of our social 
and personal identities. The business owners held on to an ethos that 
included a strong emphasis on hygge and hard work, and their work became 
an integral part of their inner lives. Without invoking Weber, work was their 

The examples presented in this chapter suggest that when work is a 
source of respect and self-fulfilment, the onerous image of work as painful 
and unpleasant disappears. Instead, work comes to resemble more what we 
might refer to as passion or calling, as an emotional engagement about their 
business. It was this kind of emotional engagement, this passion, that kept 
them working hour after hour, day after day, year after year. The personal 
investment of creative ideas, manual labour, time, and hygge-infused 
sociality made the business owners feel that their life was their work. 
However, the same sense of ownership, autonomy and personal investment 
generated a mistrust that anyone but themselves could manage their firm 
successfully. The freedom to control their own business thus entailed a 
mistrust of others. This form of mistrust worked as a skill because it forced 

because it was Sally who was there to help them. 
The status as self-employed gives these individuals freedom and 

responsibility that we cannot compare to that of employees performing 
wage-labour. We need to consider that in the welfare society of Northern 
Scandinavia, the self-employed have both more autonomy, and a larger 
responsibility for own well-being than do wage-labourers. Tax systems, 
competition, and a constantly growing corporate market economy make it 
hard for the small independent shops and businesses to survive. The income 
from the number of hours put into a small business can only rarely compete 
with the hourly wage benefits of employed life, if one were to calculate with 
wage per hour worked. But autonomy is often difficult to calculate in 
monetary terms. The main motivation for maintaining a business must thus 
be found somewhere else than in a profit-oriented market thinking of hours 
worked and income received. This chapter has shown that for my Aarhusian 
friends, work was about hygge, freedom, self-fulfilment, and giving meaning 
to their lives. Work in this sense was the very antithesis of labour. In some 
ways, the Aarhusian business owners have already reached what Pahl refers 

money they can get from their work, and more on how they arrange the 
social relations in which that work is done (Pahl 1988a: 749). Unexpectedly, 





Chapter 7
Motivations

and anthropological research is that human economies, as a rule, are 

economy, Polanyi argued that humans most of all act to protect our social 

the economic system operate on the basis of non-economic motives are 

know, there are two types of money. There is the money that has blood and 
human lives on them, and there is moral money [moralske penge]. That is 
not a problem for me. [As a business owner] I constantly have to evaluate 
what is morally and ethically right, but luckily, for me, I know what is right 

92

What does it mean to act morally as a business owner? What is a 
moralsk moralsk

moral/moralsk
everyday conversations to refer to ideas about right and wrong, and combine 
ideas of both morality and ethics (Gundelach 2004b). Morality and the 
perception of a moral business refers here to the emic perceptions of what is 
individually understood as good and right. It refers both to the recurrent emic 
talk of moral, and to the content of what I have identified as morality. These 

perceptions, actions, and practices of my business owners, and the shared 

shared morality. Although these values and their articulation are subject to 

92 All quotes are based on interviews and several spontaneous conversations with the business 
owners, employees, and former employees. The interview guide was based on questions that I 
asked all business owners (and a different one for employees and former employees) in all the 
firms I studied. I was conscious and careful not to ask leading questions, and I allowed the 
interviewee to talk as much as possible about their own initiative in order to discover 
sentiments, attitudes, and perceptions untainted by my own observations.
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individual, situational, and social variations, they tend to be shared by all the 
business owners. 

The aim of this chapter is to show that the values contained in this 
morality function as motivation for the Aarhus business owners in their daily 
operations. Their ideals are part of a business strategy that they view in 
opposition to the mainstream, corporate-dominated market, which they view 
as devoid of moral values. Moreover, they understand that their strategy of 
differentiating themselves from mainstream market structures not only gives 
their lives meaning, but it is also the key to their success. 

The above quotation from Sally is typical of the moral themes that 

ideals and motivations for starting or continuing a firm, the business owners 
made similar types of references about their wish to do good. Hence, some 

givende virksomhed), others used 

),
lave noget meningsfyldt

), and so forth. Although the 
specific terminology and formulations varied, they were all grounded in the 
same sentiments of doing something morally good for the community and 
thereby for themselves. Simultaneously, few business owners tried to hide 
the fact that their expressed desire to do good was initially a selfish desire. 
These business owners derived satisfaction from their conviction that their 
entrepreneurial activity contributed positively to the well-being of individual 
persons, to the community, and to their own vision of the good life as 
materially secure and personally autonomous (own boss).

Modesty and Meaningful Relations

I begin this section with an excerpt from my field notes:
Ole is talking to me about values again. He tells me that they [he and 
his wife Marie] do not price their goods according to market value. 
They set a price at a level of only what they think they need in order 
to manage their business with profits. They do not have ambitions of 
growth or accumulation of capital. He thinks these values have to do 
with age, Ole is in his late fifties. However, in the next sentence, he 
states that he has always thought about things this way. He claims 
that he adopted these values from his mother, who ran a business 
from home. She offered swimming lessons, and she never took much 
money for it. His father always asked her to take more, but her reply 

and can buy whatever I need when I need it. I cannot buy a red 
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has inherited the same mindset from her farmer father in West 
Jutland. Ole believes that it is important to contribute to society, 
although he feels that he does not really have time for that now. He 
specifies that he is thinking about volunteer work, adding that he 
really hopes his business is useful for society too (Excerpts from 
notes from conversation with Ole, December 2016).

Marie and Ole, both in their 50s, earned PhDs in natural sciences and 

very young, they found that their academic careers demanded all their time 
and dedication. They felt that they could not be present for their children as 
much as they wanted. They began thinking about whether to start their own 
business, in the hope that it would allow them more flexibility to be with 
their children. They used their academic skills to educate themselves about 
mushrooms, and after three years of research and experiments, they finally 
started a farm producing exotic mushrooms. Their initial capital came from 

93

expertise. He gives the impression that money and material wealth is so 
unimportant to them that they do not use much effort on consumption 
expenditures. If we look at their home, car, and personal consumption habits, 
one might confirm their claim of not being big spenders; they seemed to live 
a frugal life, buying only those goods they felt they needed, avoiding excess. 

At the time when they established their first business, their specific 
product of organic mushrooms was rare on the market, and their farm 
became an important supplier for many industries, including restaurants and 
supermarkets. Marie and Ole were the first to introduce organic, locally 
grown, exotic mushrooms of various kinds to the Danish market. In this 
sense, they were true entrepreneurs in the conventional understanding of the 
word. Nevertheless, they sought to remain small, which again seems to 
undermine the concept of an entrepreneur as someone who wants their 
innovative business to grow. Although the amount of time invested in their 
work amounted to about the same as when they pursued their academic 
careers, they worked from home and felt that they were able to control the 
routine of the day themselves. This control over time is their major concern 

93 Vi brugte ikke ret mange 

sammen .
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when they talk about their first firm. Their children were directly involved in 
the activities of the firm, and they could do much of the work when the 
children were away at school during the day or after their bedtime. Instead of 
focusing on the tremendous success that the couple had in building their
brand and creating a demand for a product that had previously been non-
existent in Denmark, Marie and Ole were most proud of the flexibility and 
self-fulfilment their entrepreneurship gave them. Their farm enterprise grew 
with demand, they invested in a more efficient system, and they produced 

However, as the children grew and became increasingly independent, 
Marie and Ole felt the need for change. Their work at the farm felt almost 
antisocial, and they wanted to engage in a business that had more direct 

94 They wanted to take a 
95,

together with the products they sold. They started experimenting with 
innovative ideas and found a way to open a business that combined 
production and sales, as they wanted to take part in both. They sold their 
farm and used the money from the sale together with their savings (from the 

downtown Aarhus. They leased a small storefront near their new home and 
transformed it into a bakery. Their plan was that only the two of them would 
work in the tiny bakery, which had a production area and sales counter of 
only approximately 30 square meters. However, their plan to run the small 
bakery with no employees and with short opening hours quickly changed 
due to customer demand. Ole told me with frustration that the customers 
were constantly asking them to prolong their opening hours. The couple 
gradually met their needs by increasing their opening hours, one hour at a 
time, until they had reached the current opening hours, which almost met the 

explains:
Initially, we thought it would be just the two of us in a tiny shop, 
where people would come down to chat and buy a couple of loaves 
of bread, and nothing other than bread. Suddenly, we were in 

and so we started to bake cakes. Next, we had to hire people, and 
sometimes we feel like we just do not want to be this big.

94 Marie and Ole here both use the term mennesker (people) to refer to the consumers.
95
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In the many conversations I had with Marie and Ole, they repeatedly referred 
to their experience of a strong moral obligation96 towards their constantly 

because one of our main goals was to create a business where we could 

reasonable price, distributed directly from the hands of its makers. We 
wanted to offer not just bread, but a direct relationship with the customers. 

This ideal proved hard to maintain when their customer base 
constantly grew to an extent that they could not handle the shop on their 
own. According to Ole and Marie, their own wish to maintain shorter 
opening hours and less variety in products was secondary to the desires of 
their customers. This claim is confirmed by the number of working hours 
they spent at the firm, and their tendency to prioritize the firm before 

initially, and well, still, actually, want to work fewer hours and have fewer 

their customers. They articulated their own business philosophy in terms of a 
konceptforretninger, 

That is the thing about such concept stores. You feel how people 

feel it by the way people talk, you know. And I simply feel tired of 

awful to listen to. And I think that is part of what makes us special to 
people. We are different.

couple spent most of their waking hours at the firm, and the sense of 

reward and incentive for Ole and Marie was the satisfaction they obtained 
when they received positive feedback from their customers each day. On 

96 Moralsk forpligtelse.
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special occasions, the customers expressed their appreciation with gifts of 
wine, flowers, cards, chocolate, and the like. For example, an older woman 
who came twice each week to buy her bread made sure to always bring fresh 
fish from the fishmongers on the dock and give it to Marie and Ole. She 
explained that she felt sorry for the couple who always worked long hours 
and never had the chance to go down and buy fresh fish for themselves. 
Because she appreciated their bread and service so much, she had made it 
her habit to bring fresh fish for Marie and Ole. This involved a reciprocal 
relationship between customer and merchant, where the formality of an 
economic transaction is replaced by a customer-initiated gift-exchange 
(Mauss 1966; Gregory 2015: 13). Marie and Ole did not intend for the 
relationship between customer and merchant to extend beyond the 
boundaries of the firm, and the significance of the relationship can therefore 
only be limited (Carrier 2017).

This muddling of formal and informal transactions is a direct result of 
the intimacy and meaningful sociality between shopkeeper and customers 
(e.g. Carrier 1992; Hart 2009: 100). Because this old woman felt that she 
knew Marie and Ole and that their relationship went beyond that of a formal 
market transaction, she allowed herself the privilege of initiating a gift 

to either live with the constant consciousness of not returning her gift, or 
give her free bread, not making profits. Although their intention behind 
establishing meaningful social relationships with customers was not to let 
their relations extend to an informal exchange relationship, this kind of 
mutuality may lead well-intentioned business owners into an unintended 
moral obligation with a persistent gift-giver.

our ideology of the gift has been 

necessarily an effective way to operate when analysing exchange 

carried with them certain expectations that at times blurred the boundaries 
between reciprocal gift relations and pure cash-based transactions (Bloch 
and Parry 1989; also Mauss 1966: 70, on Trobriands). 

Another illustrative example how Marie and Ole dealt with informal 

celebration. Months before the actual anniversary, Marie and Ole knew that 
they would close their shop for the day of their anniversary celebration and 
for the following weekend. The whole extended family from near and far 
were coming for an informal celebration at their home. However, Marie and 
Ole made a conscious choice not to hang a sign on the shop door to inform 
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their customers that they would be closed these days until after they had 
actually closed up the shop that week. They told me that the reason for not 
informing their customers beforehand, was because they knew that many of 
them would bring them gifts. Ole felt that hanging a sign on the door 
beforehand would imply an invitation to give, something the couple did not 
want from their customers. In order to avoid a large flow of gifts, the couple 
therefore chose to close their shop without informing anyone beforehand. 

They will go down here and find the shop closed, but rather that than all the 

the door.

anniversary and we have promised our children and each other to take some time off 
and celebrate properly. We will therefore be closed Thursday to Saturday. See you 

Despite the attempt to hide the event, some customers got wind of the news 
and as expected, brought flowers, wine, books, chocolate, and other gifts. 
Marie and Ole also received gifts and congratulations when they opened 
again the following week. The couple accepted these gifts with humble 
appreciation, but quietly complained to me. They knew they were 
appreciated by their customers, but they did not have the capacity to enter 
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made them obliged to give away free goods, but the customers refused not to 
pay for goods, leaving Marie and Ole with a feeling of unreciprocated gifts.

Offering meaningful social relationships with customers can be a 
burden on business owners when the customers engage in gift-giving. The 
customers insisted that they wanted nothing in return; they just wanted to 
express their appreciation. However, these gifts cannot be understood as 

meanings for the simple reason that they involved a sense of obligation, felt 
by Marie and Ole. The obligation that comes with any gift was strongly felt, 
although Marie and Ole did not intend on forming such relations (Mauss 
1966; Gregory 2015). This kind of tension is unlikely to happen in a large 
supermarket chain or other establishment where the relationship between 
seller and customer is much more formalized and anonymous.

Having a real and meaningful relationship with all customers can thus 
become challenging on several levels, especially when the customer flow 
increases. Hence, on several occasions, I witnessed Marie and Ole hiding in 
the back of the store or asking employees to tell a customer that they were 
out of the shop, simply because they did not have the time or energy to deal 
with a customer who demanded more social contact than they could spare. 
This unwillingness to engage in informal gift relations, or more intensive 
sociality, may be connected to the Scandinavian preference of immediate 
return over more sustained relations (Archetti 1986), but there was more of 
an egalitarian aspect to it, in so far as there was the desire to not treat 
customers differently. Furthermore, the couple often expressed their 
frustration over how the demand for both pastry and sociality grew 
symbiotically. To maintain their ideal of meaningful, social relationships 
with customers combined with high quality and reasonable prices, Marie and 
Ole invested great energy in selecting their employees. The employees had 

97

If the employee did not express engagement and could not understand 
or adapt to the philosophy of the two owners, the atmosphere would cease to 
be hyggelig. 
employees involved more than ensuring a good working environment. It was 

they saw it as their responsibility to teach the youth who came to work for 

97 Passe ind i holdet.
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It is different because they are always there, even when it runs on its 
own. They are not there to make money, and you notice that 
instantly. It is very liberating [...] Marie is the brain behind the 
whole atmosphere down there. She has the intimacy and the 
presence, the compassion. They [relationships] become meaningful 

Even when the queue is long, and the wait is long, people do not 
mind. They know that the openness [rummelighed, lit. 
spaciousness]98 is equal for everybody, and they are happy with it. 
The customers change their behaviour, too. It is a gift (Quote from 
interview with Karina, former employee, my translation).

Karina eventually left her position at the bakery, for several reasons. One of 
the main reasons why she decided to resign, and not just reduce her working 

philosophy of taking their time with every customer, offering a meaningful 
relationship, became too intense for her. She also found it difficult to deal 

in such an inefficient way that it compelled sellers to have more time with 
each customer, something she claimed they had done purposely. She also 

)
kunder) when they had sold out of goods. 

Karina explains:
Marie and Ole bake only what they plan to sell every day, and when 
they are sold out, it is because it is supposed to be sold out. This is 
part of their philosophy, and something the customers should know. 
I believe they [the customers] understand it when you have 

[ ] who has been looking forward to their little moment of 
happiness [

Karina, formerly a salesperson, was now a frequent customer, and from what 
I could observe, her relationship with Marie and Ole remained friendly. In 
conversations with current employees, they expressed similar sentiments. 
Another employee, Ida, elaborates: 

When I started there, I had a much more materialistic view of the 
world. I came here because I needed money. But you know, they 

98 The Danish term rummelighed (lit. spaciousness) is often used in these contexts to connote 
an enhanced level of inclusivity, openness and accessibility. A rummelig labour market, for 
example, is one that provides jobs for people with disabilities.



184 ANNE-ERITA BERTA

take care of you, they treat you with respect, and you really get to 
know them. They make you view things differently. When I worked 

look forward to going to work every day. You can also talk to Marie 
and Ole about anything, they take care of you. 

Marie and Ole claimed that they had always worked for a community 
wherever they were. When they had their mushroom farm, they had been 
engaged in the organisation of the village community. When they moved to 
Aarhus, they strived to make a community out of their bakery. Indeed, their 
bakery was organized not only as a workplace, but as a livelihood for them, 
and as a social community for their employees and in a manner of speaking 
their regular customers. Ole and Marie thus insisted that they spent a lot of 
energy establishing and maintaining this feeling of community ( )
and belonging ( ). Customers could confirm this with 

my fristed [breakout room 

nursing mother in the window counter (which was the only place to sit inside 
the shop) or the complete strangers who started conversing and accidentally 
shared their half-hour lunchbreak sitting at the window countertop. The 

Nevertheless, customers still seemed to find ways to spend time together in 
the small space. The store had a window counter that was broad and low 
enough so that one could sit down, and customers used it as a natural place 
to sit and chat. Quick questionnaires that I gave to the customers revealed 
that several of the people standing in line together, sharing a laugh or their 

customers.
Marie and Ole had indeed succeeded in creating a space and an 

atmosphere that allowed for casual socializing and a feeling of community. 
Of the many strategies they used, the most important was the equal, friendly 
treatment offered to each customer. They all waited together, and they all got 

The limited space pushed people into an intimate sphere of physical 
proximity. The same limited space, combined with an atmosphere of calm, 
quiet acoustics and soft brick walls, encouraged a sociality and lowered the 
threshold for starting a conversation with a stranger (Linnet 2012b). It ful-
filled the expectations about Danish hygge in all these ways, nourishing the 
authenticity and the values of equality, community, and spaciousness (Linnet 
2011, 2012a, 2012b). Marie and Ole succeeded in creating an environment 
that both confirmed and reproduced these sentiments as a model of and a 
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model for their values (see Bruun 2018 on models of Danishness). The fact 

came at approximately the same time every day, or week, was another 
important factor in the push towards a community atmosphere. 

The strategy of emphasizing the importance of openness 
(rummelighed) was a common feature in several of the businesses I studied. 
Their shared values helped consolidate the existence of a common morality, 
mirroring Scandinavian discourses such as hygge, community, openness, and 

corporations.

The Moral Message

repetitively proclaimed. Like Marie and Ole, Sally expressed a strong self-
awareness regarding her business philosophy. She had adopted the ideals 
from her mother, Pia, who started the business forty years earlier. Pia had 

people were moving towards a consumer culture. People were buying into 

culture was satisfied with cheaper, standardized products, Pia insisted on 
quality, durability, and expertise. She sold yarn and cloth nappies together 
with durable, non-plastic toys. The goods themselves reflected the values she 
promoted.

An example of how Toys presents itself in line with these ideals is 

the form of a fairy tale. It presents the story of an energetic, honest, 
innovative woman who had always fought tirelessly to do everything she 
could to create the best products for a good life. Pia and Sally had carefully 
chosen adjectives to bring out the moral values pioneered by Pia. It 
described mother and daughter as constantly fighting a battle for the benefit 
of ordinary people who wanted quality, against the superficial consumer 
society. By bringing the well-being of the customer into the centre of their 
philosophy, their appeal functioned as both political statement and as a 
marketing strategy (Linnet 2012b). They targeted the customer as a person 
with values, and like Marie and Ole, they reproduced those values associated 
with discourses of Scandinavian identity (Linnet 2011; Bruun 2018). The 

carefully chosen to enhance intimacy, domesticity, and informality. A shop 
overfilled with soft coloured toys, baby crib mobiles hanging from the roof, 
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a soft scent of coffee blended with something indistinguishable but not 
intruding, comfortable temperature, the occasional music from a music box, 
and seasonal live candles and decorative lights, all left no doubt that here 
was a place with a hyggelig
was also attractive enough that I often observed people entering the store just 
to seek shelter from a rainstorm, or to just look around.

99 Sally and her shop were renowned for not taking part 
in Black Friday. I happened to be present when a journalist from the major 
newspaper Jyllandsposten
was also present, and she encouraged me to record the interview. 

With great enthusiasm, Sally made sure that the journalist really 
understood the importance of her principles. Sally claimed that the large 
corporations were fooling people into buying unnecessary, poor quality 
products from constantly changing sellers who worked just to earn money 
and lacked any personal interest and passion in what they were selling. Sally 
argued that the constant pressure to simply buy more made consumers blind 
to quality. 

She explained to the journalist that she never held sales, reproducing 

have any [goods] that are obsolete. Pia added that for the 35 years she had 
owned the shop, she, too, never held sales. Sally continued that Toys did not 
exist for her to make loads of money and become rich. They already had 

Sally, Toys existed because she, and her mother before her, had a genuine 

specific needs, wants, and wallet. Sally explains: 
Because we never compromise with quality and the use-value of our 
products, our products do not go out of style. We do not want to 

do not vary with season, and they never stop being interesting for 
customers, they are always relevant, and therefore we never have to 
make sales to make room for new goods! By attracting customers 
with sales, people spend all their money on cheap, plastic [goods] 
that are made not to last. Many large firms think this is good 

99 Black Friday, originally the day after the American Thanksgiving holiday to mark the start 
of the Christmas shopping season in the U.S., has now become a global marketing event 
where businesses hold large sales on the last Friday in November.
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pockets on sales before the holiday season, and no one pays what it 
costs. This creates a much larger problem of exploitation from large 
chains. We small firms, we cannot afford to sell our goods for 
wholesale price.

When the journalist asked how Sally could compete with the large chains 
that had major sales throughout the year, Sally gave him an ironic look. 

character and continued to list all her diverse life experiences and 
educations. She also explained thoroughly why her background mattered. 
She persisted that the assistance you received when you entered her shop 
was unique:

In addition, my girls [employees] know all there is to know about 
every single product in this shop. I do not let them talk to customers 
before they are fully trained. I make sure to train all of them to a 
level that makes them professionals when it comes to finding the 
right product for each individual who walks into this shop. But what 
is most important [raising her finger], is that the moral background 
of this business is not to sell goods to customers but to help 
individuals and give them what they need to improve their life.

During the months I spent with Sally, she repeatedly told me that her main 
principle, not just in business, but also in life, was that you should not try to 

Lutheran), and although she insisted that her religion was not what made her 
the person she was, she was convinced that God had given humans free will 
and that trying to manipulate that free will was the worst sin. This meant that 
she insisted on not preaching her religious beliefs to others. Her customers 
did not know her as a religious person, and it took some time before she 
talked to me about her faith. Most, if not all, of her employees, including her 

ikke-kristne, i.e. not religious), and she 
stressed the importance of treating everyone equally, regardless of their (lack 
of) religious affiliation. Her religion was something personal, and being 
good, doing good, and preaching good, she insisted, did not imply imposing 

It was more important to be good and do good, and she did preach the moral
message. To Sally, her firm was thus an arena for doing good, and those who 

preach to others in the name of God or Jesus. Instead, she would invoke the 

principles of profit maximizing that in some form or other exist in all 
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businesses. However, Sally was convinced that she adhered to her ideal not 
to lure customers with sales or push people to purchase more than they 

will in the same way that Sally did, but she believed in honesty, offering fair 
prices, quality products, and she trusted that customers would choose her 
shop over the mass-producing corporations. She trusted that customers 
would prefer ethically produced, fair-priced products offered by honest, 
personable shopkeepers. Sally was confident that her strategy of offering 

firm would continue its success without following what she referred to as 
umoralske forretningsstrategier). Sally knew 

The atmosphere of this shop is meant to make people feel welcome and at 

These kinds of sentiments, expressed repeatedly by Sally, were almost 

lay in religion and those of Marie and Ole purely secular. Their two firms 
had nothing to do with each other, and the owners were not acquainted, but 
still, we find almost the exact same formulations around this topic. Both 
have recognized a certain style of service that they contrast with large, 
impersonal corporate supermarket chains, concept stores, and hypermarkets. 

made him sick ( ). It made him not want to enter these places. Sally, 

bad manner ( ) motivated by profit-maximizing, instead of 
exhibiting a genuine engagement in what service or product they offer. In a 
different conversation, Sally expressed that:

The others [corporate chains] hire new people all the time. The CEO 
is never in the shop. She just sits in an office in Copenhagen, or 
somewhere. Then they hire a manager who does not care. She is not 
there to stay, maybe a year or two, and then she leaves for another 

have no background or education in children [toys]. Maybe they 
have a degree in management, but they do not care. They hire people 
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they [competitors] come here to steal our ideas because they know 

[customers] know that they will meet someone who knows and 
cares. No one returns what he or she buys from us because we know 
how to guide people into getting what they want and need. In the 
busiest period of the year, we have practically no returns because we 
care.100

Ole similarly expressed that he was inspired to open a service-oriented 
business that was not organized according to principles used in business 
schools, but which instead offered genuine relationships with other human 
beings. During December, clearly the busiest month of the year, Toys earned 

percentage of far below one per cent. In addition, Sally explained that most 
of the returned merchandise was due to the fact that people had received two 
of the same gifts for Christmas. These statistics demonstrate not just the 
success of the firm; they show that Sally and her trained employees had the 
proper skills in guiding consumers to purchase what was right for them. 

Of course, Sally, as well as Marie and Ole, certainly wanted to make a 
profit in their businesses. Sally had full control over the flow of goods into 
and out of her business, and she knew the quantities of nearly all goods in 
stock. Sally set all prices by multiplying the purchasing price by 2.5, and she 
constantly analysed the demand to make sure she ordered the right kind and 
amount of goods based on what she expected that her customers would want. 
She knew the Danish business tax-system thoroughly, and she strategically 
hired young girls whom she could pay lower salaries but who were easier to 
train. 

authority. A customer could have looked around in the shop for an hour 
without deciding what to get, and with just a single comment from Sally, 
they would decide what to buy in an instant. I witnessed this daily. Some-
times Sally would interfere when one of her employees was talking with a 

and the customer would buy whatever it was that had she pointed to. 
When Sally informed customers about her products, she would jump 

around and demonstrate the products with great enthusiasm. The tone of her 
voice, together with detailed knowledge about all the objects and their 
origin, made her a convincing saleswoman. Her engagement was the same 

100 Quote taken from scratch notes from conversation with Sally, November 2016.
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for each of the hundreds of items in the shop, both large and small, and she 
placed special importance on transmitting this engagement to her employees. 
After witnessing her sales performances, I observed how some of her 

would never push anything on anyone. Most likely, because of her detailed 
knowledge of her merchandise and confident character, customers gladly 
took her advice. 

my affiliation with the shop as well as random acquaintances whom I had 
made in Aarhus expressed the same spontaneous enthusiasm when I 

101 A general tendency from the customer reviews in conversations as 
well as online on their Facebook page, was their emphasis on high quality, 
good service from expert staff, and welcoming atmosphere. Comments 

Quality is always in mind, and you feel welcome both with and without 

coming here since 1980, when they were located in [another district], and I

exclusively positive, if not enthusiastic. The single negative response was 
that it was an expensive shop, but then followed by a comment assuring me 
that they were aware that this was due to quality and ethics. A young mother 

102

financially successful. Being one of very few independent toy shops in 

clothes, as well as yarn. It was known to most inhabitants of Aarhus, even 
though Toys had never spent any money on advertising (in the history of the 
firm).

were produced by a single seamstress, and she could produce only so much. 
Sally could have hired more seamsters; she could have invested in a larger 

labour. The popularity of her collection was certainly large enough, with full 

101 Det er bare et dejligt sted
102
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waiting lists for many of her products. The firm had used the same 
seamstress since they started, but a couple of years ago, she retired, and they 
had been struggling to find a new one ever since. Sally explains:

We have tried numerous seamstresses, but none of them were good 
enough. I give them a few months. I give them the design patterns 
and the materials, and then I test them. If, after a few months and 
attempts, I am not content, I let them go. Now we have finally found 

seen so far. It takes some time to get into it, and the fabric is hard to 
work with. And I am a perfectionist, so there is no room for 
mistakes.

not to increase production beyond what one woman could 
manage. Like Marie and Ole, the fact that people had to wait to get their 
orders was not a problem that she wanted to solve by increasing production. 
To her, it was important that the clothes were of high quality and that a local 
seamstress had sewn them. Sally applied the same rule of locality to her yarn 
and knitting patterns. Sally and her mother had designed several knitting 
patterns based on the principle that anyone should be capable of knitting the 
finished garments. It was a low threshold offer for anyone who wanted to 
learn the handcraft. Sally explains:

The toys are where we earn money. The yarn would have been too 
expensive if we were to sell it with profit. It is high quality, locally 
produced yarn, and I want it to be available not just to those with 

the same with the knitting patterns. I want them to be available to 
anyone. Not just people who know knitting terms.

These statements, and the fact that Sally priced her yarn low compared to 
other yarn of similar quality elsewhere, support her claim. She had not 
multiplied the price of the yarn by 2.5, as she did with the other goods in her 
shop. Instead, she sold it at wholesale price, allowing little payment for the 
labour she herself put into the dyeing of the yarn.103

or rather moral, business (moralsk virksomhed) was thus grounded not just in 

motivation for continuing the firm was her aim to do something good in the 
world. A high value placed on frugality and modesty was also evident in her 
personal life. She lived in the same apartment building as her mother but had 
her own unit. She drove a scooter to work, and she did not spend money on 

103 Sally coloured all yarn herself from her home.
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additional clothes or beauty products. Her eating habits reflected a sober 
Danish diet consisting of rye bread and one hot meal per day. In fact, she 
subsisted largely on coffee and cigarettes. 

importance she placed on ensuring that all the goods she stocked in her shop 
had been produced ethically: without harmful substances and from 
contractors where employees worked under regulated conditions and 
received a fair wage. Most of the toys that Sally sold were either from 
Danish or German manufacturers, and she demanded a full accounting of the 
production process. On several occasions, I witnessed wholesalers stopping 
by with samples of new products that she politely declined with a long 
moralistic speech explaining why. Her explanation included a critique of the 
components, the production process (which she immediately investigated), 
employment policies, origin of the product, or transportation. She also had a 
zero tolerance for goods made from plastic, including all synthetic materials. 
Because the shop was renowned for being an ethical shop, many NGOs 
contacted her seeking to place items where the profits would be donated to a 
worthy cause. However, because of her strict policies, Sally did not accept 
items that did not meet her ethical marketing standards. As an example, a 
young woman left a sample of a handmade item to support development 
projects in Uganda. However, because the item was made from plastic, Sally 

and I also give anonymously to charity, but I cannot accept plastic in my 

Ideally, Sally wanted all products to be locally produced. Her wool 
was spun and woven in Denmark; she dyed the fabric herself in her home 

104 The same applied to charities, 
where she insisted on donating to those in need in the local community. This 
involved donation of yarn to knitting projects for homeless people from 
Aarhus or for other local organisations.105

The Strength of Community

While Toys was primarily a Toy shop that also sold unprocessed wool, 

different products. In fact, all independent yarn shops in Aarhus were part of 

104 She only allowed colours that had passed the German standards for natural food colouring. 
She was convinced that Germany had stricter regulations than Denmark.
105 The homeless in Aarhus and Denmark are almost exclusively alcoholics and drug addicts 
who do not meet the minimal requirements for obtaining public housing. Alternatives exist in 
homeless shelters that offer free food, shelter, and showers on a day-to-day basis.
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a collegial community and did not identify each other as competitors. When 
I started spending time with Pernille, I thought she differed from the more 

others. For example, she would spend a lot of time helping people who came 
by with her knitting projects, leaving again without buying something. If she 
did not keep the yarn a potential customer asked for in her collection, she 
would not try to offer something similar from her own shop, but immediately 
refer them to another shop she knew kept the yarn the customer wanted. In 

Pernille had grown up in a divided family with little resources, and she had 
worked hard her whole life. Throughout her life, Pernille had learned the 
hard way to make a living for herself, and her personal values were strongly 
grounded in an idea of fairness ( ). To her, it was important that 
she treated people fairly, and she expected the same in return. 

Pernille did not just sell a product. She also sold advice to customers 
on how to use the yarn. She viewed it as her moral obligation to help anyone 
who entered her shop, she informed me. Several times per day, people would 
come by and ask her for advice on how to proceed with a creative project or 
where to find the right material. Pernille did not expect that the people she 
helped would purchase anything from her in return for her advice. I observed 
how, without question, she shared her knowledge without ever asking for 
anything in return or trying to encourage sales. Pernille explained that the 
reason why she did not try to sell something that would replace what they 
were looking for, and why she did not even try to get people to buy 
something from her when they asked for her advice, was because that was 
not the right way to run a business. Pernille elaborated:

We need to help each other regardless of whether we get something 
in return or not. That is just how it is in this business. I would not 
call the other [small independent yarn-] shops competitors. We are 
colleagues. We help each other, and we all give advice to people 
who come by and ask for help with a project. I know this from when 
I used to be a customer. In addition, when I worked in other shops 
before opening my own, I always helped, just as I help anyone who 
comes by my shop now. Some people remembered me from there 
and followed me when I took over here. I believe that if I help 
someone, they will remember me and when they need something [to 

shops offer customers or knitters assistance in starting or completing their 
project, in the hope that they will return and purchase more merchandise. 
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Perhaps this is because these shops sell only the materials to produce 
finished goods, rather than the goods themselves. 

Pernille told me how one of her favourite yarns was not part of the 
assortment when she took over the firm. She told me that she felt that she 
could not wear knitwear that was made from yarn that she did not sell in her 
shop, and many of her favourite clothes became unavailable to her. She felt 
that this was a great loss and something she regretted: 

I spend all my time here [in the shop], so when would I use them? 

thinking maybe I should sell them cheap here in the shop just to get 
rid of them.

When Pernille contacted the manufacturer to order the yarn, she learned that 
another yarn shop in Aarhus had just ordered them. When I asked her why 

yarn. I mean, some shops have the same yarn, but then they have different 

at least forty colours. Now I just have to wait. It makes me sad, but what can 

that. Maybe some shops do it differently, but only the large [chains], not us 
106

As a principle, independent yarn shops do not distribute the same 

pricing. Instead of multiplying the wholesale price by 2.5, whenever Pernille 
took in a new product, she investigated the price of the same or similar 
goods in other shops and priced them in this manner. The informal 
cooperation between these small shops illustrates that these independent 
business owners collaborated against the more neoliberal principles of a free, 
self-regulating market. Instead of thinking in the mode of market capitalism, 
focusing on competition and profit maximizing, they emphasized principles 
of loyalty, trust, and community. The loyalty in the relationship between the 
Aarhus yarn shop owners was unique even to my sample.

In all the sectors I worked, owners referred to each other as colleagues 

fishmongers on the dock, for example, would borrow fish from each other if 
they happen to run out. The loyalty and lack of competitiveness between the 
eleven independent yarn shops was the most significant example of this 
shopkeeper solidarity in my sample. Pernille had pulled the tie between them 

106 Notes from conversation, October 2016, my translation.
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even closer. Pernille had organized the yarn crawl (garnstafet, lit. yarn relay 
race), a yearly event where all independent yarn shops (except three in 2016) 
in central Aarhus took part in a weekend full of knitting-related events. 
Customers received different tasks, competitions, courses, workshops, all the 

and prizes awarded. The aim, according to Pernille, was to encourage 
sociality and community in knitting and between the eleven shops. The 
project, running since 2012, had been highly successful and strengthened the 
collegial relationship between the different owners when they met regularly 
throughout the year to plan and arrange the event.

The friendly relationship between the yarn shop owners was also 

(fra inden). Knitting is often carried out as a social activity, and eager 

Kvindemuseet), and in the various yarn shops. 
All the shopkeepers shared the same passion for knitting as a craft, and many 

informal social networks. 
All the small yarn shop owners I interviewed shared this ideology of 

assisting browsing customers who had some knitting problems and referring 

kind of reciprocal business strategy? The success of the numerous yarn 
shops in Aarhus proved that it could. Somehow, there were enough knitters 
around for all of them to earn sufficient profit, assisted by the fact that each 
offered different goods in a kind of niche; the combination of all these 
independent enterprises strengthened their enterprise, giving them an 
enormous inventory of yarn to meet any taste and budget. All the shops 
offered roughly the same kind of expertise, but it was at a level that no 
department store or self-service hypermarket could compete with. Their 
mutual loyalty made them stronger against their common competitor: the 

Aarhus independent yarn shops had successfully created an informal 
cooperative that made them competitive in the market, while simultaneously 
insisting on business strategies that contradicted cutthroat market capitalism.

Furthermore, the intimacy and loyalty they expressed towards each 
other and their customers, sharing their knowledge of quality yarn and 
accessories, reproduced an appreciation for quality over price in the 
customers. Customers expressed enthusiasm over the individual owners and 
felt that they had a relationship with the person behind the counter. The 
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the shops and their owners; it was also evident in their actions.

by the shop to show Pernille a scarf she had just finished. Another customer 
came by to ask Pernille a question about her project, but it was obvious that 
she was there just as much to hear Pernille tell her how talented she was. 
Many customers came by, not to buy any items, but to chat about knitting or 
to proudly show off their finished projects. 

customers were her friends. Most of the people who visited her shop hugged 
her or invoked an intimate tone and conversational topic that made me think 
they were her friends who stopped by her shop. I later realized that this was 
how all customers were treated. The customer would often stay for between 
ten minutes up to an hour chatting about their families, holiday plans, their 
work, or health problems. Nearly all were returning customers, and they 
established a meaningful social relationship. Whereas the duration of a 
conversation and level of intimacy between seller and customer in most 
formal economic transactions tends to be limited and practical, the 

the great majority of her customers were regulars, and because of the amount 
of time they spent there, in the intimate, hyggelige, and domestic atmosphere 
Pernille had created, their social relationship grew to become meaningful 
beyond the boundaries of the firm (Carrier 2017). 

circumstances, the Aarhus yarn shops benefitted from their collaboration, 
sharing ideals of hospitality and fairness. I sometimes observed people 
returning to the shop, sometimes to ask for additional help, other times to 
buy additional items. The way in which Pernille generously gave of her 
expertise proved a wise investment in customer relations. 

It is worthwhile to reflect on the possibility that the shop owners who 
agreed to my weekly presence over months differed from other shops in 
trying to consciously show that they were community minded. They had 
agreed to let an anthropologist study them, so maybe their concern for 
community was exaggerated compared to other small shops. However, the 
community and togetherness that I observed among the yarn shop owners 
and beyond suggest that other small firms also seemed to share a desire that 
their shop also serve some kind of social function (see Bloch and Parry 
1989). This was evident in the sense of community that existed across and 

shop was located, all the surrounding shop owners knew each other and 
frequently visited each other. They often collaborated on events to attract 
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customers, they had coffee together outside their shops on sunny days, and 

corporations. They built community on their common discontent with the 
large corporations they viewed as their adversaries. Julian, the jewellery 
shop owner, often received a bowl of wild berries from one of the 
neighbouring shop owners when he had been out on his regular walks in the 

coffee shops where he bought lunch, coffee, and snacks, proudly exhibiting 
his enthusiasm for his work. 

Most of the business owners located near each other took part in a 
network of informal gift exchange and helped each other if they had run out 
of something that one of its neighbours might have. The same applied to 
Ikan and their neighbouring fishmonger. If Ikan received an order for fish 
they could not provide, they went over to the fishmonger across the street. 
Borrowing items from each other occurred on a weekly basis, and the 
transaction was informal in the sense of delayed exchange (Sahlins 1972: 
230). For example, Frode from Ikan would run over to the neighbouring 
fishmonger and ask for a box of mayonnaise. One of the employees there 
would check if they had a box to spare, and if they did, he would hand it to 
Frode, who immediately took it back to use at Ikan. No one wrote down the 
transaction, trusting Frode to return a new box of mayonnaise when he 
received his new supplies. 

Gossip about large corporations and firms whose values were seen as 
different from the shared ideals of the small enterprises was a common way 
that the shopkeepers confirmed their sense of belonging to the community. 

respectful relationship with his competitors, all of whom shared a similar 
view on how business should be morally motivated. Ole disapproved of the 

his own.

What do the large corporations say about themselves and their own business 

supermarkets, uses an appeal to its customers that resembles that of the small 
business owners. On the web page of their parent owner, Salling 

(www.sallingfoundations.com). Since 2012, Salling Foundations have 

community projects. Although they claim that they share the aim of the 
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methods for doing so differ significantly from that of the small business 
owners. The business owners see themselves as contributing to society by 
offering intimate, meaningful social relationships with their customers in an 
inviting social environment and a high degree of trust and fidelity. Salling 

impersonal way: through monetary donations to causes which they 
determine are worth supporting. The lack of intimacy and personal character 
in the presentation offered by the Salling corporation when compared to that 
of the small business owners confirms the unavoidable distance between 

Whereas the websites of the small firms all offered a personal history about 
the individual who founded and owned the firm, the large corporations told 

the Salling Foundations, has advertisements that play on the same sentiments 

A/S, with the majority of shares owned by a single family. Dansk 
Supermarked has grown to include hundreds of hypermarkets, supermarkets, 
and warehouses all over the country (and Europe).107

derives from a combination of the Danish words for food and textiles 
( ) and exists as a constant threat to many small, 

corporations selling various types of goods, threatening to overtake all kinds 
of small, independent shops. 

the city depicted a man posing as a butcher, and another as a baker, offering 
a personal face to their products, sold in separate sections of the store. How-

with the small firms. Although they depicted a butcher, the butcher had no 
name to go with the face. Moreover, when customers entered the enormous 
supermarket, the butcher behind the counter was different from the one on 

customer was not certain that they would meet the same butcher every time, 
or ever again. Not only were there numerous different butchers who worked 

107 The total revenue of Dansk Supermarked A/S alone, in 2016, was DKK 57,899 million 
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The butcher who would help you one day may be a polite and pleasant 
person, but the amount of time the customer spent with him would most 
likely be limited to the amount of time it took to decide which cut of meat to 
buy. There would be no time, nor inclination for small talk. The butcher had 
other things to do and other customers to assist. It was also unlikely that a 
customer would want to talk to him about much else than the actual meat 
purchase. My experience is first-hand, but it is supplemented by 
observations of other customers and employees working in the Aarhus small 

hyggelig

brands, the consumers would encounter a different face every time they 
shopped at their store. Further, a quick survey revealed that it was likely that 

time they would spend face to face with an employee, looking for an item, 
purchasing fish or meat at the counter, or paying for their purchases at the 
check-out, was likely to be only a few seconds. In fact, with the growing 
number of self-checkout stations, the consumer could complete their entire 

supermarket that wants customers to enter, shop, buy, and pack their 
groceries without having to burden the staff with inquiries. In the 

in selecting among the dozens of breads, coffees, laundry detergents, frozen 
vegetables, packaged meats or canned tomatoes. The conclusion is that 

intimacy, the actual design and structure of this giant hypermarket and its 
busy, constantly changing staff, many of whom were teenagers, represents 
the exact opposite of the intimate atmosphere that pervades the smaller 
shops.
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Conclusion

The ethnographic cases of the intimate shopping experience among the small 

how these independent shops can succeed despite their low level of 
capitalization and lack of high-powered management organization. The 
small shopkeepers are successful because they cultivate a personal 
engagement with their customers and employees. They offer an expertise 

presenting themselves as the very antithesis of consumer alienation and 
capitalist profit-maximizing, the Aarhus small business owners provide a 
service that stands in opposition to the generalized market trend. Their focus 
on socializing with customers, resisting aggressive marketing and avoiding 
excessive competition with colleagues offers a more vital customer 
experience that proves attractive to customers while generating a stable 
income from sales. They have a stable, loyal customer base. We also see a 
tendency in the small shopkeepers operating within the same branch to stand 

customers, and loyalty to colleagues and community were central when these 
business owners started their businesses. We thus observe a priority of 
community over individualism, even though these shops must also operate 
within a competitive market.

This is not to say that these business owners do not think in 
commercial terms. However, they are not motivated by the capitalist 
incentives to constantly enhance productivity, maximize profit, accumulate 
capital and continuously expand. The capitalist economy is only one of 
many forms of economy, or oikos, and what is desired may vary between 
groups, societies, and individuals (Polanyi 2001 [1944]; Hart, Laville, and 

dimension of the economy in the sense that they endeavour to ensure that 
their economic actions are morally correct (e.g. Hann 2018). Humans are 
social, and the need for someone to interact with about everyday matters 
exists even when we are not necessarily aware of these needs. This is evident 
in the many customers who choose to drive that extra detour on the way 
home to buy fresh fish from the harbour, walk the extra ten minutes to buy 

enough so that these small, niche businesses can survive, even thrive. The 
consumers choose the more expensive, less accessible, smaller, independent 
shops over the anonymous, cheaper supermarket. The experience of 
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at least for those items that they feel are important for them. Intimacy with 
the owners, who are also the producers and sellers, becomes a motivating 
factor to choose the independent shops over the corporate chains. Even if it 
is not the initial motivation on their first visit, the consumers end up forming 
a social relationship with the owners of these shops in a manner that is 
impossible to have in the large chain stores. In the following chapter, I will 
explore the resilience the independent business owners showed against large 
scale capitalism, remaining successful as small market actors. I will discuss 
how the intimate entrepreneurship we have seen in the cases presented in 
this chapter work as a successful business strategy for small firms.



Chapter 8
Making Small Firms Work

Market exchange involves the removal of personal dependence 
between the members of a community when objects become 
commodities that are exchanged externally.

(Bloch and Parry 1989: 4)

Capitalist market economy is built on principles of profit-maximization and 
endless growth. All the business owners I studied had one feature in 
common: They valued the freedom of being self-employed and defined 
themselves as opposed to profit-maximization and growth, which they saw 
as the main feature of the large corporations (Lundkvist 2009c). Government 
policies had allowed for the growth of oligopolies and monopolies, thus 
decreasing competition for the large corporations and creating a difficult 
environment for small-scale, petty entrepreneurs. The aim of this chapter is 
to analyse the ways in which the independent business owners resisted this 
market logic and practice, while remaining successful market actors. In this 
sense, they were businesspeople against the market. I argue that they sought 

intimacy, friendly atmosphere, and hygge, together with a common concern 
for control over all areas of their business, as significant factors in their 
opposition to the more neoliberal market trends. It is this strategy, 
emphasizing the inalienable aspects of the commodities that they sell, that 
has contributed to the success of these firms. Although the degree of 
awareness about their opposition to the market varied, the shared values 
possessed by these business owners qualifies them as true opponents of the 
structural development of large corporate capitalism. They were market 

Dichotomies

Bloch and Parry (1989) argue that the dichotomy between morality and gifts, 
on the one hand, versus commodity and market on the other, is a Western 
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cultural construct that deserves critical assessment. A vast body of social 
science research has shown that so-called modern market societies, despite 

contain just as many non-calculative agencies, involving gift relations and 
informal exchange (e.g. Parry and Bloch 1989; Callon 1998b). Marianne 

investigated how marketing departments involve non-calculative agencies 
(see also Garsten og De Montoya 2004). Lien (1997; 2004) found that 
marketing departments are often blind to their own market perspective on 

as a fictive character and neglects attention to the real people who were their 

business owners of my sample. The Aarhus shopkeepers are acutely aware 

wants, based on direct face-to-face social interaction with the individual 
customer. Describing the marketing department of a large Norwegian food 

invoked most frequently by staff (Lien 2004: 11). My Aarhus business 

kunderne ). 

studied a large corporation and given that the same phenomenon exists in 
marketing departments in Denmark, she confirms the kind of otherness these 
large corporations represent vis a vis the small-scale, intimate capitalism of 
the Aarhus shopkeepers. 

If we view large, profit-oriented corporations as concerned with the 
market and consumers, then my value-oriented business owners can be 
viewed as concerned with the community and customers. My argument is 

consumer reflects a final step in a historical process of separation of the field 

of the firms of my sample combine production and distribution activities, in 
the sense that the place for production and sales is shared. In this sense, we
can view them as being opposed to the market. They do not go as far as the 
angler himself selling the fish directly from his pram on the dock, but to the 
extent that the bread sold at the bakery is baked on location (by the owner), 
that the ring sold by the goldsmith is designed and made (by the owner) in 
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the workshop, we see the merging of production and distribution in a 
socially intimate setting with customers who practically participate in the 
process, begging for extra time with the producers. At Ikan, for example, the 
fish is cut, prepared, smoked, and packed directly there at the premises (by 
the owner or under his direct supervision). And the sellers and buyers 
discuss the product, its origin, how to prepare it, etc.

It is especially corporations and franchise shops that are perceived as 
the biggest threats to these small businesses. Julian, the goldsmith articulates 
this fear:

You know, I cannot just make jewellery. I should pay attention to 

want to do my own thing, and I do not spend my time looking 

where they threaten to sue me because I have made something that 

pay attention to them, and I did not know. I just made something that 
I had designed on request from a customer. You know, I make unika 
(unique, one-of-a-kind handicrafts), and I forget that I must pay 
attention to the mass producers to make sure I do not make 
something that they have claimed rights to for mass production.

The goldsmith also admitted that sometimes the copying goes in the other 
direction: 

I had a girl in here, too. She took my design and brought it to [name 

thing here. But you know, these things happen. Maybe I should be 

In these quotes, we see how Julian was careful to distance himself from the 
mass-producing jewellers by claiming that he was ignorant of what they 
were producing and selling and that he just wanted to do his own thing. He 
hinted at the difference between himself as an artist concerned with the 
process of creation, and the chain stores as anonymous corporations 
concerned only with quantity over uniqueness (quality) (see Gregory 1982: 
41). Although Julian did not explicitly mention the difference in his 

way he told his story bears witness to precisely this dichotomy. He 
strengthened the argument when he added that his design had also been 

about it. He was not motivated by profits but by the freedom to act for 
himself and create his jewellery undisturbed by intense market competition.



206 ANNE-ERITA BERTA

Furthermore, Julian acknowledged that chains of mass-produced 
jewellery were his competitors in the way that some customers were likely to 
end up purchasing cheaper, mass produced jewellery than his more 
expensive, handmade unika. In addition, he rejected having any resemblance 
to the large corporations when he claimed that he did not put on part with his 
own skills. Julian explains: 

You know, people can shop wherever they want, and I am not 
offended if people go there [to shop in the large chains] instead. 
Some customers want me to make something I cannot stand. Most 
often, it has to do with quality. I only make quality jewellery. If 
people do not want quality, I send them away. Some people get 

People who want mass produced jewellery are not my customers. I 
am doing OK, and what you get here and what you get there is 
completely different. I make everything by hand, here, in my little 
workshop. The customer can come here with an idea, and we design 
something together. There, people just come, see something they 
like, buy, and go. I make 

world of a constantly expanding corporate economy dominated by large, 
homogeneous chains selling uniform, mass produced products. In direct 
contrast to the franchise, which all sell the same products, these business 
owners emphasise the uniqueness of their goods. They all offered something 

producing corporations. Moreover, the small, independent firms offered 
personality, meaningful social interaction, the possibility of ongoing 
relationships, technical expertise, and the kind of passion that could hardly 
be found in large chain stores, where the owner (or rather, manager), was so 
alienated from what was going on the shop floor that the customer had no 
idea who the manager was. This kind of customer alienation is likely in the 
large corporations where the owners are multiple shareholders, such as 
Bestseller, a firm that owns a number of clothing shops, or Salling 

malls and supermarkets. 

Security and Control

The small, independent firms survive in a world dominated by corporate 
firms partly because they offer something found only at the small-scale 
level. Sally offers a good illustration of this point when she repeatedly 
reminded me that although customers constantly requested that she open 
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several branches, she resisted, saying that she could only be at one place at 
one time. For Sally, her business was successful because she was in control 
of everything that took place in her shop and because she was physically 
present every day. Although she trained employees to work towards the 
same values, only she and her mother before her had the spirit needed (i.e. 
the work ethic and the right values) to succeed. If she were to open a second 
or third store, she would not be able to be there personally and control 
everything, and with that, the moral principles and spirit of the firm would 
die; of this she was convinced. Sally often reminded me that on several 
occasions she had to turn down offers of expansion because she could not 
manage it all. Her mother had once tried to operate two shops but felt forced 
to shut one down because the person she hired to manage the other shop had 

run a business on any other principles than her own. The same happened to 
Marie and Ole when, in an attempt to have more flexibility, they hired 
another baker to bake their bread. The employment arrangement did not 
work out, and the explanation given by Marie and Ole was that the new 
baker had too many ideas of his own. He was not willing to make bread their
way, and any other way was not an option to them. 

claim that choice is a moral good. In the market economy, the consumers 
have the choice between different goods, prices, and retailers. Carrier goes 
on to discuss how consumer and producer make rational choices. The 
examples presented above explore the choices some Aarhus business owners 
make. The fact that these business owners have the choice to act as they do, 

moralsk virksomhed), might be partially the 
consequence of them living in a capitalist welfare society.

However, this does not explain why these business owners resist 
market development so strongly. Why do they not try to expand? Most of the 
firms I worked with were extraordinarily successful. Their skilfulness and 

if they had wanted to. So why did they resist? A simple explanation to this 
lay in their inability to let go of control. A common trait among all the 
business owners in my sample was that they expressed the need to control 

attempted to delegate responsibility to employees, but they could do so only 
for a brief period before taking back control. Even at Ikan, the largest of my 
firms, Poul was constantly controlling what the employees were doing via 
his surveillance system. In addition, Karl, taking back the firm from Polly 
and Poul, was an even stronger example of the business owners need for 
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control. Common to them all was that they did the bookkeeping themselves 

One explanation of this tendency to retain control can be their shared 
backgrounds, all from lower-income families, combined with an upbringing 
where they learned to be independent from an early age. Despite their own 
appraisals about the importance of trust and equality, when it came to 
managing their own business, they did not show much trust in anyone but 
themselves. The owners presented their need to be in control of all the areas 
of the firm as a conscious choice. They all claimed that they wanted to be 
involved in all areas, that they wanted to remain small, and that they had no 
desire to obtain a more luxurious living standard. All the business owners 
claimed that they were content with their material living standard and that 
purchasing more things would be extravagant and not right. However, after 
observing these owners and their actions over several months, it became 
clear that an important reason why these businesses did not expand, despite 
persistent requests from customers and available capital, was due to their 
unwillingness to release control of any aspect of the firm. This means that 
regardless of whether these business owners wanted to grow, they could not 
grow larger than what the individual (or couple) felt capable of managing. 

Most of these business owners had experience from having had 
salaried employment, and their valuation of the freedom and control over 
their own enterprise was so great that they were unwilling to sacrifice this 
freedom and control for the growth of the firm. However, this is not the sole 
explanation for why these business owners did not grow. Their life-style 
choices and their material consumption patterns reveal that most of them 
were simply uninterested in increasing their material wealth. Marie and Ole 
could have afforded a larger house, a larger car, more expensive interior, 

wardrobe, drive a car instead of a scooter, or move to a new apartment or 
house, but she chose not to. The simple explanation for her choices and 
values is that she had other priorities in her life than greater material 
comfort. Polly and Poul, who had fulfilled their ambitions of having a large 
house and expensive cars, looked for the cheaper alternatives in the grocery 

expensive restaurants (or other luxuries they felt were unnecessary). Poul 
acted generous when he thought it mattered, and on all other matters, he 
acted frugally. Like the vast majority of the other business owners, his 
wardrobe was limited to a few, simple outfits. He wore the same fleece 
jacket every day all through winter, he did not spend his money on what he 
would call vanity, and the couple survived half the day on instant coffee. The 
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coffee machine was used only on special occasions, when guests were 
expected. 

relinquish control, might thus summarise the reasons why these firms 
insisted on resisting market expansion. However, explaining their lack of 

sufficient. Of the six firms in my main sample, several of them were actively 
involved in countering the development of the market and claimed to do so 

).

and a greener future (in concern for the environment). Sally was concerned 
about poverty and the most vulnerable members of (Danish) society. Pernille 
had grown up in a socialist family, and although she was not politically 
active, her values were clearly of socialist character. Similarly, Julian, who 
had had a good income in his salaried career, and at times admitted that he 

business for a more materially comfortable lifestyle. He and his wife had 
moved out of the city, they shared a car and took turns commuting by train 
and bike. Julian was also engaged in a community of independent small 
businesspeople who worked for the protection of small independent shops 
against big business; specifically, corporate firms buying up properties and 
replacing the independent shops with international chains such as H&M, 7-
Eleven, Magasin, Bertoni, Bolia and others.

shop/workshop was located was dominated mainly by independent shops 
and small service businesses. The neighbouring district, however, stood in 

businesses, the remainder being large, mostly international, retailers such as 

supermarket chain. The business owners who were actively concerned with 
protecting the area from takeover by large corporate actors used the 

108

It seems reasonable to assume that in societies with a high level of 
social and economic security, small business owners can more easily afford 
to be concerned with values other than money (Graubard 1986: 11). 
However, we can discern that their concern for protecting small business as a 
way of life is also a concern for protecting their own existence. I have shown 
how the business owners express the view that they wish to remain small and 

108 Vi vil vel ikke blive lige som nede i midtbyen, vel
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that they reject corporate capitalism. However, this option is in fact limited. 
The possibility for them to expand and become a large corporation 
themselves is rapidly decreasing together with the growing domination by 
already existing monopolies and oligopolies. It is more likely, and more 
common, that existing corporations will acquire independent firms rather 
than small firms expanding to become corporations. Some firms have indeed 
done so, and others will continue to succeed even as they remain small, but a 
growing number of retail branches are simply collapsing under the onslaught 
of large corporations. The name and appearance of the shop may trick the 
consumer into thinking that they are choosing an independent shop, because 
they kept their old logo and design after being acquired or coming into a 
franchise arrangement. A closer look into the organisation of a firm, 

shop anymore. That was not the case for any of the six main shopkeepers in

owned and managed shops still dominate. In other branches, however, such 
as florists, pet shops, and grocery stores, there remain no independent shops 
of these kinds in Aarhus, that I am aware of. The former owner of a second-
generation pet shop told me that her firm was forced into a corporate chain 
because they could not afford to buy their products directly from the supplier 
without membership in the corporate supply chain. The large corporations 
had ensured competitive price deals with the suppliers, effectively 
preventing small firms from being able to compete; the wholesale prices 
offered to the small firms were simply too high.109 She and her husband now 
managed their pet shop as before, but they did not own it anymore. They 
were employed managers in what had formerly been their own shop. They 
still referred to themselves as the owners, but on paper (formally), they were 
not. Seeing and becoming aware of this development, the other small 
business owners need to be constantly concerned with offering the kind of 
unique shopping experience that large corporations cannot offer. 

The question arises as to whether this emphasis on moral values 
represents some kind of luxury when material survival is assured. If my 
argument is true, then morality would have a higher value in Scandinavian 
welfare states than in societies where the livelihood of a small business 
owner or shopkeeper is more precarious, such as Hungary or Myanmar. 
Would small business owners in other countries place the same amount of 
importance on moral economic behaviour as they do in Scandinavia? The 
results show that despite variations in motivation, moral principles of 

109 In 2018, this shop was closed. Aarhus now has four stores operating as part of the 
Petworld chain and one operating under the Maxi Zoo franchise. Most of the Aarhus florists 
are operated under the Interflora label.
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fairness and trust are important in business life including in countries 
without a developed social safety net such as Myanmar where Laura Hornig 
(2020) showed that business owners were continuously guided by the 

used great effort to implement morality into their business activities through 
prayers, ritual offerings, and caring for their employees far beyond what I 
witnessed in Denmark (Hornig 2020). In fact, Hornig shows how business 
owners took on a moral responsibility for their employees as a result of the 
lack of a welfare state providing social security. In Myanmar, the business 
owners took on the (moral) responsibility providing social security for their 
employees, helping with hospital bills for sick family members, providing 

the place of business shows another way of being a morally good business 
owner in Myanmar. Despite different motivations on the moral behaviour, 
the business owners in Myanmar and Aarhus were both concerned with 
being morally good in their role as business owners. 

Moreover, operating a business with principles of being fair, offering 
trust, and a reciprocal relationship with the customers is to the Aarhus 
business owners an important strategy for economic survival and generating 
income (Browne 2009, see; McCloskey 2006). Similarly, it was important to 
the Myanmar business owners to consult religious experts and make 
religious offerings, acting as a morally good Buddhist to ensure profit 
(Hornig 2020). Consider Marie and Ole and their bakery: they have enough 
material wealth to live comfortably without necessarily expanding their 
enterprise. Of course, they live from the profits of their business, but they 
claim that they care more about doing something they like, something that is 
also good for the community. 

The Aarhus business owners live in a society where all basic needs are 
covered by the state and social security well developed. However, the 
presence of a social safety net does not explain their concern for moral 
behaviour. Business owners in Myanmar, where there is no welfare state, are 
concerned with their moral economic behaviour as well. One might argue 
that the reason why they choose to be concerned about moral economic 
behaviour is due to their close relations with their customers, but such an 
explanation would be tautological. They are close to customers partly 
because they believe in the moral project of their firm. The similarity 
between the moral behaviour of the Myanmar business owners and the 
Aarhus business owners may be explained by the simple fact that morality is 
ever-present in social life. Hornig argues that the Myanmar business owners 
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Robert Paine (1972 [1963]: 52) distinguishes between two kinds of 

interests are of a speculative kind and they pursue them in disregard of local 

integrated into the local community and had an interest in respecting the 
norms and values of the community, working towards a good community. 
The boundaries of the community differed among the owners to include that 
of the neighbourhood, the city, the region, Jutland, or Denmark. Regardless 

useful in understanding their behaviour, and they all resembled that which 
Paine describes as free-holders. Their motivations come from deeper social 
incentives that existed prior to their founding or taking over their current 
business. Their motivations lay behind their starting a business more than 

example, claimed that she started her business as a reaction to the 
development of consumer culture. Likewise, Marie and Ole started their 
business based on a desire to offer something more than quick exchange 
(together with flexibility for themselves). And Pernille continued to promote 

always firstly social,
The outstanding discovery of recent historical and anthropological 
research is that human economies, as a rule, are submerged in our 
social relationships. We do not act so as to safeguard our individual 
interest in the possession of material goods; we act to safeguard our 
social standing, protect our social claims, or ensure the maintenance 
of our social resources. We value material goods only in so far as 
they serve this end (Polanyi 2001 [1944]: 48).

We can say the same about moral choices. Morality is social, it is about our 
relations with others; and it is the sociality that makes people choose to 

Aarhus shopkeepers are convinced that their business activities have been 
and are motivated by a will to do good. This willingness to do good is 
encouraged by an awareness of what they view as the social benefits of 
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Atmosphere, Loyalty, and Meaningful Relationships

In a newspaper article from March 2015, the atmosphere, customers, and 

common trait shared by all of them [the sales staff] is the smiles on their lips, 
and their mutual love for fresh produce, the delicacies, and the good 

to the positive atmosphere in the shop. 

stemning) is an important aspect. Whereas the large corporate 
chains such as Dansk Supermarked attempt to appeal to the consumer with 
images of their local expertise and locally sourced products, the size of their 
shops alone prohibits them from achieving the same kind of intimacy or 

chain has tried to create a more relaxed, intimate atmosphere by installing 
softer lights in certain sections, soothing music, and warm colours. 
Nonetheless, the customer ends her shopping trip at an illuminated checkout 
counter with florescent lighting, often accompanied by loud music, always 
blended with the noise of items moving along the check-out belt, beeps from 
the cash register, money falling into the automated counting machine, and 
the rush to pack up to make way for the next customer, not to mention the 
constant summing noise of people, and food trolleys being pushed around. 

hyggelig atmosphere is simply 
no match for the small niche shops with their personalized service offered by 
an owner with intimate knowledge of their product. 

Marianne Lien (1997; 2004) discussed how the marketing departments 

discussed the importance of atmosphere in marketing. But no matter how 
much emphasis marketing departments place on the soft lights, seductive 
product placement, relaxing sounds, etc. they cannot achieve the same 
intimacy as the small firms due to the simple fact that they are not small. The 
employees in these large shops will vary to a much larger degree, they will 
be much harder to supervise than in the small firms, and the simple lack of 

intimacy between customer and firm. An employee working in one of the 
small Aarhus shops stated that when there is more than one level between 
owner and employee, the entire social situation changes. She meant that 
when the owner is not present to support, guide, and supervise the employee, 
and the manager is someone other than the owner, it creates a form of 
hierarchy and inequality that is destructive to the social atmosphere at the 
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workplace. Her experience was that in the larger firms, with several 
hierarchal levels, the social relations between colleagues was limited and 
impersonal. She believed that this was due to the levels of hierarchy. In 
smaller firms, the owner was also the manager, such that the lack of 
hierarchy among employees created a much more intimate social atmosphere 
and a hyggelig

hyggelig. They can be horrible if 
the relations between boss and employees is bad or there is exploitation, all 
of which is not the case with the Aarhus business owners. Small is not 

business, is.
The ability to establish meaningful relationships with customers in the 

way Pernille, and Marie and Ole had managed to do was a common feature 
shared by all the firms in my sample. Although Sally and Julian had the 
same principle, the relationships between Sally and her customers took 
longer to establish and were not as deep. This can partly be explained by the 
simple fact that although Sally had return customers, people do not buy 
expensive toys on a regular basis, whereas bread, fish, and yarn are products 
that would allow more frequent return visits by loyal customers. With 

and confirmation regarding their creative project allowed for more frequent

goldsmith, he designed and planned his orders together with the customer, 
which often entailed several visits over a period of some weeks; this allowed 
for relationships that could become more personal. At Ikan, the relationships 
with customers varied. This was a larger firm, and some customers had a 
closer relationship with the employees and owners than others. However, 

These sentiments are also confirmed in quotes from customers who praised 

the nice fishmonger (fiskemand) with the good humour who reminded the 

Ole explained how intimacy and meaningful relationships in the 
business were a conscious goal and a common motivation for when he and 
Marie decided to change their business project from farming to the bakery. 
As their business grew, however, their investment in meaningful social 
relationships had now become a burden. The customers wanted them up 
front, at the counter, but they needed to be in the back, preparing the dough. 
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The nature of the work pace in a bakery versus a yarn shop was significantly 
different, and on most occasions, Pernille had sufficient time and energy to 
engage in lengthy conversations with customers. The shopkeepers all sought 

a special, hyggelig
atmosphere. This intimate atmospheric, what Linnet describes as an aspect 
of hygge, 

among equals (Gullestad 1992). The shop represents the community to 
which one becomes a member, and by being a returning customer, you enter 
this communal space (Linnet 2012a; 2012b). This would not apply to all 
customers, but for the loyal, regular customers. Linnet argues that the 

outside world facilitates the experience of pausing in a pleasurable, safe and 

small, Aarhusian businesses (Linnet 2012b: 29). The ideas about sociality 
and community, inclusivity (rummelighed), and hygge that are created in 
these firms, not only connote ideas about Danishness that are constitutive in 
these concepts; they also operate as a model for and of society (Bruun, 

relationships with customers thus form a core feature of their business 

customers commented on the atmosphere in her shop with statements such 
hyggelig

atmosphere, and you are met by broadly smiling and engaged staff who 

reviews, emphasising the hyggelig
and the high quality of her homemade products. Among the comments I 

hyggelig coffee shop in 

hyggeligt place, super delicious homemade cakes, and a super 

without mentioning hygge. The focus on the atmosphere seemed just as 
important as the products. This was a repeated compliment among customers 
in all my firms and confirms the importance that having the right atmosphere 
plays in creating the successful customer experience (Linnet 2012a; 2012b).
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Inalienable Commodities

The complex anthropological debate on gifts, commodities, goods, and 
objects deserves some mention here because these distinctions have a 
relation to the way the Aarhus shop owners express their opposition to the 
market. Part of this opposition involves the relationship with the objects they 
produce and/or sell. 

In the afterword to Economic Moralities, Bill Maurer (2009) reminds 
us of the need to be aware of, and account for, the possibility of unintended 
consequences that might appear in an economy. He refers to Max Weber and 
the capitalist incentives that emerged as an unintended consequence of 

266). In the ethnographic examples in the previous chapter, I addressed a 
similar kind of moral economy that I call moral motivations. Reviewing 
Marx, Mauss, Simmel, Polanyi, and other critics of monetary economy 
illuminates how the business owners I worked with all shared the desire to 
offer something beyond that of an alienated commodity sold through a
simple cash transaction (Carrier 1992). 

The intimate sociality between seller and customers in these small 
firms challenges the idea of a strict distinction between gifts and 

reciprocal system of exchange that involves both material objects and 
abstractions that are exchanged between friends, family, neighbours, and 
acquaintances in a prestation totale.110 It involves the entire social network 
of the giver, with the accompanying obligation to receive and then 
reciprocate a gift. Chris Gregory (2015: 13) described the gift economy as a 

exchange of alienable objects between people who are in a state of 
reciprocal independence that establishes a quantitative relationship between 
the objects exchanged, [while gift exchange] is an exchange of inalienable
objects between people who are in a state of reciprocal dependence that 
establishes a qualitative

that the gift always retains some element of the giver, whereas the 
commodity, paid for in money, represents a non-relational exchange.

This view of gifts and commodities, based on a dichotomous ideal, 
may work at the general level, but it is difficult to apply in the concrete 
ethnographic reality of my sample. Moreover, it is not enough to state that 

110 Due to the misconceptions that have appeared through the English translation of this 
concept, I refer to the original French term formulated by Mauss himself.
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of a gift when exchanged in a gift economy. The objects produced and/or 
sold in these businesses are not traded within a gift economy (although the 
toys are often bought to be given as gifts). They are bought and sold within a 
market economy, they are sold in a formal business, and the exchange is 
generally balanced by the immediate payment of money for the specific item 
(Sahlins 1972: 194; Gregory 1982). Nevertheless, as I have described, many 
of the transactions involve qualities ascribed to various forms of gift 
exchange, such as inalienability and an unspoken obligation to return (i.e. 

bread) (Mauss 1966; Gregory 1982: 101). In addition, although they are 
monetary transactions, there is an intimate sociality associated with the 
greeting, informal banter, and sales advice between seller and customer, not 
to mention the customer who just happens to stop in and browse or show off 
her latest knitting project.

For example, the bread that Marie and Ole sell in their bakery can 
hardly be classified as gifts. However, the bread is hardly a pure commodity, 
since it is sold in a specific social context that in some ways resembles gift 
exchange. The same social context resembles the interaction surrounding the 

meetings with customers to learn about their tastes) does not deserve the 

Pernille offers both her potential and regular customers, both involve a 
relationship of exchange that takes place within a formal economic exchange 
setting, but which simultaneously involves reciprocal relationships between 

services that are produced as commodities in a market, and which could be 
sold anywhere; but here they are treated and traded as socially valued 
commodities in the sense that the commodities are valued and adjusted to the 

social significance. This kind of gift-like transaction blurs the boundaries 
between economy and society, home and work (see Carrier 1995: 197). In 
fact, it challenges the strict differentiation between commodities and gifts 
and between market and gift forms of exchange. Jonathan Parry is frequently 
mentioned as a pioneer in articulating this dilemma, with his discussion 

danadharma (Parry 1986: 461).
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Similarly, but in contrast to Parry, I suggest that the Danish shopkeepers in 
Aarhus strive to make commodity objects inalienable in their exchange by 

inalienable, of giving objects a kind of spirit, may vary, but their common 
intention, and attempt to promote such a form of exchange, is vital in 
demonstrating their resistance to the impersonal market and an inherent 
element in their shared morality of doing good by customers (Bloch and 
Parry 1989: 8).

Where Mauss discusses hau, defined as the spiritual relation between 
giver and receiver, we can draw a similar link between the Danish 
expression at give af sig selv
among the business owners. They were concerned not only with selling 
commodities in a market or with contributing to the community; they wanted 
their objects to contain a part of themselves. The objects were part of 
themselves in the manner that Julian created unique jewellery in his own 
personal style; or in the way Ole and Marie baked bread and pastry that in 
taste, texture, and sales method (and low price) differed from other breads on 

course, we could argue that the objects these business owners produce and/or 
sell are inalienable only to themselves, and not to the customers (Carrier 
1992). Indeed, we can certainly say that Marie and Ole worked hard to 

111

The Aarhus business owners seemed to believe that their spirit (what we 
might call a Danish hau) was necessary in order to ensure a good product 
and a satisfied customer. 

It is only by observing the customer that we can know whether the 
shopkeepers have been successful in creating inalienable commodities, in the 

small business owners have largely succeeded in doing so. The unique 
jewellery Julian produces, and the relationship between him and customers, 
is confirmed when the customers send individual thank-you notes, pictures, 
or when they stop by just to show him how they look and feel with their new 

little shop. We had the best and most personal service and the most beautiful 

gifts and cards their customers occasionally bring, sometimes for no special 
reason, other than to show their appreciation. Not many bakeries can 

111 (Danish original).
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generate this kind of social connection with their customers. For Pernille as 
well, her returning customers show their connection to Pernille and their 
craft when they stop in to show off their knitting-work in progress or 

pictures of their completed garments.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed how independent small business owners focus 
their energy in ways that stand in opposition to market principles of profit 
maximizing and growth and to the anonymous experience of cash and carry 
in large, impersonal stores. The small business owners accentuate the 
differences between themselves and the impersonal corporate firms and the 
impersonal market. We have seen that community and ideals of modesty and 
non-materialistic values are not the only reasons why these business owners 
remain small and independent in opposition to the market. Another 

In fact, lack of trust in other people to do their job properly prevents the 
business owners from growing beyond the size that one person can handle. 
Their obsessive need to control and take part in all areas of the firm limits 
their growth, regardless of their success. It seems that they can only remain 
moral businesspeople if they are small. 

Another element of their success, and an element that distinguishes 
them from the general market, lies in the atmosphere and the social 
relationships that grow out of these firms. The intimacy of being small, low 
key, and able to offer a meaningful social relationship with customers is a 
vital strength in their business. We can closely relate this to their ideal and 
success in creating what I refer to as inalienable commodities. The products 
traded in these businesses involve more than just the use-value of the object 
itself. Mauss aside, there is also plenty of hau in Aarhus.





Chapter 9
Conclusion

The ethnography of this work has shown how a selection of independent 
business owners struggle to fulfil personal desires for freedom to control 
their own lives in a self-employed life mode while simultaneously living up 
to their own expectations of a moral business economy. I have argued that 
the business owners featured in this work are exceptional in the way they 
organise their firms according to a shared morality and a philosophy that 
deviates from the norms of the commodity market. They oppose general 
ideas of capitalist enterprise through their shared goal not to grow beyond a 
handleably size. They place significant value on the ability to control all 
areas of the firm, from on floor work, to administration and book-keeping. 
Part of their aim as business owners is never to release control over any area 
of the business. Their primary motivation is the self-actualisation they 
experience in direct contact with customers, as well as production. They are 
concerned with presenting themselves as business owners, whose primary 
motivation is not profiting or prestige, but success living up to values of 
community, modesty, and hard work; acting according to the ideas of their 
moral community.

The introduction and the first two chapters introduced the background 
that these business owners act within. The introduction covers 
methodological implications where I reflect upon my role as a Norwegian in 
Denmark and the consequences this has on my role in the field. I emphasise 
a methodological path with participant-observation at the centre. 
Acknowledging the challenges involved in urban fieldwork in a modern, 
Northwestern society, I show that the aim of a holistic approach is not as 
impossible as fellow Scandinavian ethnographers tend to express. I gathered 
the data over twelve months fieldwork, divided in two parts, one where I 
spend most of my time in one firm and family. I spent the second half of 
fieldwork in five different firms in different niches across the city. 

Chapter 2 elaborates how the business owners I studied acted within a 
nation-state that has developed into a social democracy defined by a 
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capitalist welfare state. I discussed the security provided by the welfare state, 
and how doing business within such a system affects my interlocutors. 
Morality, or the Danish moral, is an important aspect of the business 

morality is recognizable in historical, public, and ethnographic discourses 
about Danish and Scandinavian society, and I discuss how these values 
represent ideas that have played an important role in the social construction 

through the many ways in which we can understand morality. I landed on an 
analytical definition that combined theories from Edel and Edel (1959), 
Durkheim (2010), Howell (1997), and Robbins (2009). Here, I understood 
morality as common beliefs and actions that are situated culturally and 
temporarily, and which needs to be understood as a combination of reflexive 
free choice and routine. The values I discovered as shared between the 
independent business owners involved values of freedom to control your 
own work and life, hard work, community, and justice. These concepts have 
been tirelessly reproduced and recognised in Scandinavian popular, political, 

Bringslid, and Vike 2018a).
In the first ethnographic chapter, I laid out the family history of an old 

family firm, one of my main firms. This firm differed from the other 
businesses both in being an old, multiple-generation firm, and because of a 
replacement of the owners. The previous owner intervened with the 

son-in-law. The chapter discussed how this event illustrates the importance 
of obeying the moral code of business, here set by the previous generations. 
This case sheds light on the possible consequences that may occur from 
deviation from what the business owners consider as important values and 
business strategies, stressing the importance of moral obligations towards the 
family. The example provided data on conflicts around thrift and hard work, 
supporting the leading argument of this work. 

The fifth chapter discussed various challenges associated with 
generational transfer of firms. Reviewing the numerous bureaucratic 
challenges that involved a generational transfer may suggest the complexity 
and financial challenges involved in a formal transfer was the reason why so 
few firms survive past the first generation. However, my material suggested 
that most independent business owners did not picture their children as the 
future owners of their firms. Instead, they were concerned with ensuring the 
transmission of what they believed were the right values. There existed a 
mutual perception that if their children were equipped with the right set of
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moral values, they would be able to create good lives for themselves either 
as future entrepreneurs or pursuing other desires. Values of free choice, 

right, triumphed over physical transfer of material firms. The business 
owners had in common that they grew up learning a keen sense for hard 
work, independence, and a belief in doing good, for both themselves and 

was, in many cases, undoubtedly linked to the bureaucratic challenges set by 
the redistributive welfare state, I argued that the strong emphasis on 
independence and individuality that dominates Danish public discourse also 
played an important role (Bendixen, Bringslid and Vike 2018b: 19; Larsen 

was most important to the business owners. 
The sixth chapter discussed the ways the independent business owners 

view work. I argued that all the owners in my sample lived embedded lives. 
A minority were financially embedded in the sense that the firm and family 
had a shared economy. However, I argued that the embeddedness was 
economic, whatsoever, given the amount of time, energy, and creative 
passion invested in the firms. The personal investment in the firms, 
financially, but mostly in terms of time, creativity, and personal engagement, 
blurred the boundaries between the person and the business owner, placing 
them in the self-employed life mode category. The business owners 
themselves expressed difficulty in dealing with questions about work 
(arbejde). This may be partly because the Danish word arbejde, although 
technically carrying numerous meanings, seemed to provoke associations 
with labour rather than work, in the owners. When confronted directly with 
questions about arbejde, none would admit that their occupation in their 
firms was arbejde. Simultaneously, the same business owners would stress 
their concern for hard work (arbejdsmoral), and daily reminding me of the 
amount of time and energy they invested in their firms. I also saw a tendency 
to relate the Danish concept of hygge to work and work tasks, creating a 
positive association to work. By emphasising hygge, work became 
something pleasant, both for the owners and the employees. Although the 
business owners were tired from working too much or spending more time 
than they personally wanted on the firm, they were reluctant to admit that 
their occupation was arbejde. This reasoning was grounded in their acute 
consciousness about their entrepreneurial activity being a conscious life path 
that stood in opposition to the unfree, employed life of the wage worker, and 
also in contrast to the career life mode, where the worker was bound by the 
expectation to constantly produce new ideas. The business owners owned the 
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means of production and the modes of production, equipped them with the 
perfect balance of freedom and control. 

In the context of motivations, chapter seven presented four cases that 
builds up the main argument in this work: namely that these business owners 
were motivated by shared moral values that benefitted their business and 
enabled them to subsist outside of market principles of growth. I argued that 
the small businesses offer of intimacy, community, collegiality, and do what 
they believed was morally right in business, as in life, was what made these 
businesses successful in a market dominated by large capital. They offered 
something else than mainstream corporate firms, a uniqueness in hand made 

customers directly from the source. My data suggest that by opposing 
alienation and capitalist ideals of profit maximizing, these business owners 
stood in opposition to the corporate market development. It also illustrated 
that the community between the small business owners, across and within 
the same niche, and their choice to co-operate instead of competing, proved 
important in their strategy to stand strong against large corporations. 

The last ethnographic chapter continued the discussions in chapter 
seven, adding some aspects to their motivations. I argued that it was not 
necessarily or solely the conscious opposition to large capitalism that 
differentiated these business owners. We also saw that an important reason 
why they did not expand beyond a certain size was simply that the owners 
could not let go of control. When the business owner was unwilling to 
distribute responsibilities to employees, the firm could not grow larger than 
what one individual could manage. Furthermore, my data showed that 
atmosphere and the social relationships offered in these firms played a 
significant role in their success, and once again, it differentiated them from 
large firms that were unable to offer the same standard of intimacy. I argued 
that the fact that these owners were able to offer what I term inalienable 
commodities was an important business strategy and an important reason 
why customers chose to return. Invaluable commodities refer to a lack of 
clear distinction between gifts and commodities that I argue to occur when 
the business owner offers meaningful relationships and goods that contain 
some of the spirit of the producer. I found that this form of exchange 
relationship, or business strategy, provoked a moral obligation in the 
customer to return, and an important reason why these businesses were 
successful. 
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The Independent Business Owner

One must remember that bankruptcy, or absorption by a more 
powerful firm, is the daily bread of capitalist enterprises (Wallerstein 
2004: 27).

Denmark is not alone in having an economy where large corporations 
dominate the financial market. Multinational corporations spread across the 
world and dominate capitalist markets globally (Wallerstein 2004; Tsing 
2005; Eriksen 2016). The independent merchant is becoming a rarity not 
only in North-Western Europe but also across large parts of the European 
and North-American continent, overwhelmed by large corporations with 
their competitive prices, large warehouses, and attractive locations. This 
development has for long been recognized as globalization and the 
accessibility of standardized goods can be found in nearly all corners of the 
world (Eriksen 2016). Scholars disagree whether this is a positive or a 
negative development, but the sensation of buying a Coca Cola in the 
Marshall Islands, buying IKEA furniture in Dubai, or eating at McDonalds 
in Denmark, is confirmed by their popularity among the consumers (Eriksen 
2016).

Globalisation and neoliberalism are two closely interconnected terms, 
and the development of global financial markets plays an important role in 
the challenges independent business owners experience globally (Eriksen 

globalisation in a neoliberal market economy. In many ways, we can relate 
my business owners to a movement of alterglobalisation. They are not 
consciously against globalisation or even a neoliberal market economy, but 
their moralities, as I have presented them, oppose the current development. 
They resist consumer society, and indirectly, therefore, also capitalism 
(Wallerstein 1983: 144; Tsing 2005: 4). My data have shown that my 
business owners are concerned with using and protecting local products and 
production, modesty in consumption, and a frugal life where money as well 
as other resources is wisely spent. 

By insisting on never holding sales, for instance, Sally opposed liberal 
values of competition and disgust for gluttonous consumption 
(forbrugersamfundet: consumer society). Although her private reasons were 
of a religious character, she inherited her ideas from a secular motive in her 
mother. Similarly, when Pernille insisted on an informal cooperation with 
the other independent yarn shops, she opposed neoliberal values of free 
competition and profit maximizing under the idea that they were stronger 
and safer together, against the anonymous other (corporate firms). My data 
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indicate that these components were among the main reasons for the small 

more and more of the market. What is more, they offered niche products that 
were unique either by being hand-made, made with local ingredients, or 
through the pedagogical expertise of the salesperson. The owners were also 
different, if not unique, in establishing a reciprocal relationship with the 
customers not just as an act of kindness or hospitality, but as a business 
strategy to make customers return. Moreover, when I argued that they 

 not necessarily to socialism or anti-
capitalism. It referred to their wish to protect and preserve the individual 
merchant. The business owners believed that the intimacy, sociality, and 
community they offered could only exist in a small firm where the owner 
was directly involved in all areas of the business. They wanted to protect the 
freedom and responsibilities that are involved in being your own boss in a 
small firm. 

Data presented in previous chapters have shown that although 
undoubtedly part of the market economy, all business owners worked hard to 
keep an element of themselves in the goods they sold. I have argued that this 
relationship between customer, owner, and goods involved a resemblance of 
the hau
to the alienated commodity that symbolizes a capitalist economy. 
Simultaneously, I have argued that we should certainly not understand their 
transactions as gift exchange. Instead, my data illuminate how these forms of 
transaction blurred the boundaries between gift and commodity. By 
challenging perceptions about commodities and formal economic 
transactions, these transactions involved what I call inalienable commodities. 
I have argued that this valuation of goods, stands in opposition to the 
alienation that is often associated with commodities in a neoliberal market 
(Carrier 1992). 

My material revealed that the development of the market towards a 
growing corporate capitalism, with the resulting oligopolies and monopolies 
in several sectors (e.g. Arla Foods and The Salling Funds), has provoked the 
business owners to feel responsible for the protection of the individual 
merchant against the neoliberal corporations. A commonality between the 
owners was that they had experienced how the development of the market 
negatively affected the values contained in their idea of a good (moral) 
economy. They had lived to observe the development from when the market 
was flourishing with small, independent shops that collaborated through real 
( ), small cooperatives, based on ideals of equality and community, to a 
competitive, liberal marked economy, based on principles of survival of the 
fittest. Finally, they live to observe a state liberalism that encourages and 
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supports privatized oligopolies and monopolies (Lundkvist 2009a; Bruun 
2018).

What does the road ahead look like for these business owners? If 
globalisation, financialization, and neoliberal market principles continue to 
dominate and expand globally, it is unlikely that the small business owner 
will exist in the future. However, this is not a sufficient conclusion. If we 
look beyond the borders of North-Western Europe, or move even further, to 
more South-Eastern part of the Eurasian continent, we will easily detect that 
the independent merchant is very much alive and numerous. It is not on the 
cost of globalisation. We find the same large brands in India, Turkey, and 
Germany. The differences between these countries are many, but the way the 
state controls and regulates the market is undoubtedly important for the 

Bureaucracy makes it more demanding to be a small business owner in 
Denmark than in Myanmar where the state is less bureaucratic than in 
western Scandinavia (see Hornig 2019). In order to understand the 
differences, we would need in-depth knowledge about all these economies, 
knowledge I alone do not possess. If we look to the other contributions in the 
REALEURASIA research group and view them jointly, we might find useful 
comparisons that can help us assist in the search for future solutions for 
independent merchants. However, new small-scale entrepreneurship keeps 
coming also in Scandinavia.

Why is it important to preserve this form of entrepreneurship? Why 
should we all have an interest in keeping the independent merchant? These 

critical analysis of change and overheating (Eriksen 2016). Overheating is 
contextualised in the idea of the Anthropocene and how we humans have 
overexploited the world and its resources. Eriksen draws a link between 
population growth, CO2-emissions, world energy consumption, 
urbanisation, poverty and refugees, waste, and social media. 

My ethnography has prompted me to think in a similar vein. The 
business owners I worked with in Aarhus were resisting a development that 
supports further overheating of the world. Although they were not active in 
environmental politics or alternative economies, or even necessarily voted 
for political parties that supported limited growth, their values, choices, and 
actions all spoke for a more ethical, sustainable future where production is 
local, products are made to last, and we produce only what we need (e.g. the 
bakers who never produce more than they expect to sell). The business 
owners had in common that they were concerned with the local, the small, 
and the intimate. They avoided overspending and they were all concerned 
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around the idea of durability. She only sold goods that were durable through 
a whole life and which were made without harmful toxins. She bought 
Danish-produced goods as much as she could, imported only goods 
produced in Northern Europe, and where she knew that the employees 
worked under fair conditions. 

Lillian focused on local supplies and made all her pastry herself, 
emphasising the importance of avoiding additives. Her motivation when she 

had similar motives when they wanted to offer products of high quality to a 
price that made it available for a broader group of the community. The 
direction these business owners take, and the broader social consequences 
their effort entails make them sustainable in more than one way. 

Climate change is an increasing global threat that leaders in most 
states has recognised. However, powerful leaders across the world expel the 
same reluctance to properly deal with these problems, and the enormous 
power held by a few, very large actors are responsible for a major proportion 
of the global CO2-emissions (Griffin 2017). Simultaneously, we see that 
large corporations refuse to take responsibility and reduce emissions or act 
more ethically (Abend 2014). In fact, lack of responsibility is a direct result 
of global financial crisis, such as the breakdown of the American stock 
markets in 2008 (Abend 2014). The growth of the business of business ethics 
is an incentive to prevent repetition of such large scandals (ibid.). However, 
the global results of the business ethics business, is difficult to detect. 
Gabriel Abend connects this to the variety in moral backgrounds, pointing 
out two main categories of namely Standards of Practice and The Christian 
Merchant (Abend 2014). My experience is that small variations can have 
enormous impact on perceptions about morality. However, my data 
document the perceptions of the existence of a morality, which the small, 
Aarhusian business owners adhere to in diverse ways. Hence, the 
overexploitation of natural resources, as Eriksen (2016) points out, is closely 
connected to other global problems such as social differences and poverty, 
insecure financial markets, and a precarious labour market.

The problem, I suggest, is that regarding moral entrepreneurship or 
business ethics, size matters. My data has shown that my small, independent 

and the consequences their business has on the broader surroundings. Be it 
the civil society, social community, or the environment. When a business 
grows beyond what one person can manage, the owners need to share 
responsibilities between several individuals. My observations and experience 
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from working together in a team where a larger group share responsibility, is 
that keeping one person accountable for a mistake is increasingly difficult 
the more people are involved. When large corporations are pushed to take 
responsibility and be accountable for the consequences, no one takes 
responsibility. Strong in capital, the corporations can pay a fine and continue 
their activities free from responsibility. 

In his research on global financial advisory corporations, Cris Shore 
discussed how large, international corporations knowingly break laws. 
Internal experts calculate the risk of being caught in fraud and other illegal 
economic actions, and the potential loss of capital against the amount they 
gain if they are not caught. For these corporations a billion-something dollar 
fine is nothing against what they earn through their illegal activities and they 
can therefore afford to act unethically (Shore 2018). Economic power is 
political power, and when large corporations are directly involved in, 
supported by, or even partly owned by states, they have the strength to 
control and manipulate international markets. We can ask why none of the 
actors within the large corporations feels responsible (or do they?). 
Economic interests do not explain in full why these corporations fail to take 
responsibility. If that was the case, we must accept that economic man is a 
fact too. It has been established in social scientific discourse that a human 
economy triumphs over economic man (Hart, Laville and Cattani 2010). 
Nevertheless, the individual actors within large corporations are human too. 
So why does seemingly no one feel responsible? 

I suggest that the distance between production and management, 
together with the substantial number of shareholders, are important reasons 
why these corporations fail to act. Take for example ExxonMobil Corp. The 
management is divided between four individuals but with 70,000 employees 
globally. All listed shareholders are other corporations and finding the actual 
people who own the corporation is several layers down (or up). The board 
and the managers are miles away from witnessing, with their own eyes, the 
actual processes their firm involves. When firms are this big, it is nearly 
impossible to get the individuals behind the decisions to feel on their bodies
the actual consequences for which they are responsible. I suggest it is just as 
problematic when companies are state owned, because who is the state? Is it 
the people? We cannot expect every single citizen in a country to control and 
be responsible for state corporations. Such an extent of democracy does not 
exist.

Indications from my own work with independent business owners 
demonstrate that the distance between production and distribution need not 
be very far before the feeling of responsibility declines (see also Eriksen 
2016, 2017). On such matters, my data suggest that the values of the small, 
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independent businesses and their wish to do what is right, may be important 
if we want a more ethical business life. If strong states regulated the market 
in ways that encouraged the values promoted by the owners in this sample, 
could we see a more moral, human economy than the last decades have 
witnessed? 

Before we can land at such a conclusion, we need more research. 
What can we learn about similar firms in other places? My experience from 
my previous fieldwork in Indonesia is that independent street vendors felt no 
responsibility for the litter they left on the street when they closed in the 
evening. Perhaps because they trusted that street sweepers would take care 
of it? A look at the Jakarta River witness that that is where a lot of the 
garbage ends up, not properly handled by sweepers. 

There is no doubt that Danish business owners know their privileged 
status as citizens of a well-functioning, social democratic welfare state. They 
can afford to be concerned with morality because they are in a stable 
financial situation, secured by the benefits of the welfare state. However, one 
should think that Exxon, KPMG, McDonalds, Asia Pulp and Paper, and 
other international corporations could have afforded to act more ethically 
too. Perhaps not without a cost, but they should be financially well enough to 
be able to set an example.

Data from other researchers in the REALEURASIA group can tell us 
about the circumstances of small business owners in other areas, but what 
about neighbouring nations such as Finland, Sweden, and Norway? What 
about the rest of the world, can we find the same mentality there? What can 
we find out about businesses in other niches, do plumbers have the same 
concern for the independent business owner? 

The Norwegian Pension Fund International owns shares in large, 
influential corporations all over the world, and in many of these firms, their 
shares are of a significant size. Although Norway is a small state, the 
strength of this fund in the international market, could make them influential 
actors in a global campaign against accelerated change. However, we 
witness year after year reluctance to present demands. The repeating 
argument is economic interests, but this explanation is not sufficient. If the 
international market wants to persist, we need to collaborate on a new 
system. Among those who argue for an alternative economic system to 

economists (such as Adam Posen) do not agree to change directions. That 
leading economists are unwilling to look for alternative options becomes a 
problem in an overheated, globalized economy. 
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The Aarhusian business owners are business owners who all subsist 

countries, which happen to be a re-distributional welfare state. There is no 
doubt that these business owners have advantages, both in their business and 
in their lives in general. That is, if we compare them to similar individuals in 
other states. However, I wish to conclude with a suggestion and a question. 

I suggest that if we want to move away from an economy that evolves 
around principles of endless competition, exploitation, and overheating, we 
need to protect and provide fertile ground for small businesses. However, 
this kind of entrepreneurship cannot evolve unless states act to limit the 
power of large corporations and allow small entrepreneurship a larger role in 
the market. We need to remember that the development of the market as it is 
today is a recent development. Consumers in Denmark, India, or Germany 
were not dependent on Lidl, Netto, or other corporate, low-price chains only 
a few decades ago. I am not suggesting that we should go back in time to 
before the industrial revolution when all businesses were independent or 
parts of cooperatives. Instead, I argue that we could learn from 
understanding how small enterprises work and operate, not just in Denmark, 
but also in other parts of the world. Business should be based on local 
production, products made to last, and production that is regulated after 

places have the same closeness to their work, do they express responsibility 
for their actions in the way the Aarhus business owners does? 

The independent business owners have shown that they care about the 
consequences of what they produce, and the actions of their firms have on 
the broader society. They are concerned with creating and contributing to an 
economy that allows for intimate relationships between seller and buyer, 
between products and their owners. They oppose market principles of 
competition, marketing, and accumulation of commodities, as well as 
capital. They are concerned with limiting the distance between production 
and consumption, hoping to create what they believe to be a better world. 
How can this kind of entrepreneurship be available at a larger scale and in 
other locations?
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