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Although Denmark is often regarded as a forerunner in terms of gender equality, 
Denmark still has no dedicated gender studies departments. Departing from this 
puzzling fact, this article asks how researchers working in Denmark understand, 
analyze, and investigate gender and gender structures in Denmark. We conduct 
a hermeneutic literature review, focusing on research produced between 2008–
2023, and demonstrate that most research analyzing gender in Denmark belongs 
to four broad theoretical categories organized around institutional theories, 
citizenship theories, interactionism, and masculinities. Furthermore, we find some 
evidence that the absence of gender studies departments in Denmark contributes 
to an ongoing separation between political science and sociological research 
investigating similar topics. However, we  show that the traveling concept of 
intersectionality unites research analyzing gendered inequalities in Denmark but 
note that authors seldom understand or use intersectionality in the same way. 
The article concludes by arguing that although the use of intersectionality has 
enriched research examining gender in Denmark, enabling research to illuminate 
different inequalities, research must also better account for the specificities of 
the Danish welfare state to understand the operation of power and continuing 
gender inequality in Denmark.
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1 Introduction

Around the world, anti-feminist movements are on the rise. Conceptualized at times as 
backlash movements (Alter and Zürn, 2020; della Porta, 2020), these political groups, parties, 
and social movements increasingly engage in attacks on academic disciplines like gender 
studies, sociology, and political science, target researchers who challenge our preconceptions 
surrounding gender, and contribute to the growth of ongoing moral panics about transgender 
individuals and their rights. Denmark is no exception to this trend. Researchers at Danish 
universities have increasingly found themselves subject to attacks from anti-feminist 
movements and their adherents. These attacks have even reached the Danish parliament, and 
in 2021, the Danish parliament adopted a motion criticizing researchers who study topics like 
gender, ethnicity, and migration as activists rather than scientists. Amidst these developments 
in our political arenas, researchers have increasingly recognized and emphasized the need for 
a stronger focus on the gendered character of the social world and better analyses of how 
gender structures, discourses, and norms promote, limit, or prevent forms of social action and 
organization (Fiig, 2019; Hvenegård-Lassen et al., 2020). As part of this increased awareness 
and recognition, fields like feminist STS, feminist International Relations, and feminist 
Criminology have grown in both number and influence, and we have witnessed the increasing 
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prominence of gender studies as a discipline, with the establishment 
of increasing numbers of specialized Bachelor’s, Master’s, and doctoral 
programs as well as the institutionalization of academic departments. 
However, here, Denmark is an exception. In stark contrast to its 
Scandinavian neighbors Sweden and Norway, Denmark still has no 
dedicated gender studies departments and there are few opportunities 
for students to study courses or programs specializing in 
gender studies.

Although gender studies may lack an institutional foothold at 
Danish universities, research examining gender takes place in other 
departments and disciplines in Denmark. In this article, we investigate 
how researchers in Denmark understand, explore, and analyze gender, 
gender structures, and gender-based needs and consider how the 
institutional framework of Danish universities affects this research. Our 
analysis focuses particularly on how the characteristics of Danish society 
may or may not influence conceptualizations surrounding gender and 
explore whose voices and whose needs these conceptualizations 
highlight. Based on an exploratory literature review (Gusenbauer and 
Haddaway, 2021), we  find that researchers examining gendered 
inequalities in Denmark have clear theoretical and methodological 
preferences. However, we find little evidence that this research focuses 
on specifically Danish problems, needs, or topics relating to gender. 
Instead, we find that an increasing number of concepts have traveled to 
Denmark and taken on a Danish tint, allowing researchers to view 
Danish society through a new lens but also restricting access to certain 
particularly Danish phenomena. Considering these findings, we argue 
that the institutional structure of Danish universities limits the 
opportunities for researchers to develop theoretical perspectives and 
concepts rooted in the specificities of Danish society. We conclude in 
noting that while traveling concepts have clearly enriched and sharpened 
Danish discussions surrounding gender, understanding the role of 
gender in Danish society also requires concepts and theories that take 
the particularities of Denmark into account.

This article therefore proceeds as follows. First, we  present our 
approach to our literature review, and briefly outline both our choices 
and their potential consequences. Second, we  discuss the Danish 
institutional landscape, highlighting that research examining gender in 
Denmark tends to occur along two parallel disciplinary tracks. Third, 
we  present the results of our literature review, discussing the most 
prominent theories, methods, and topics within the literature and 
highlighting the prominence of traveling concepts like intersectionality 
in this field. Fourth, we examine the use of intersectionality in Denmark, 
considering both why it has achieved a hegemonic position within 
research on gender in Denmark and the consequences of this 
development. Fifth, we consider the work of Borchorst and Rolandsen 
Agustín (2017, 2019, 2020), and argue that their approach, developed in 
specific reference to Denmark, reveals different aspects of Danish society 
than work centered around traveling concepts. Finally, the article 
concludes by arguing that while research investigating gendered 
inequalities in Denmark has benefited from the increasing incorporation 
of traveling concepts, these analyses must be more clearly situated in 
Denmark to fully exploit these concepts both academically and politically.

2 Exploring Danish gender research

Literature reviews are a vital component of any research process. 
When conducting a literature review, we must make choices about 

search terms, scholars, topics, and even which texts to read. This is 
particularly the case when we explore a topic as vast as research on 
gender in Denmark. Due to the extensive corpus of texts that exist, 
we cannot claim to have conducted a comprehensive or systematic 
literature review, where we  have identified “all relevant records” 
(Gusenbauer and Haddaway, 2021, p. 139). However, we agree here 
with Boell and Cecez-Kecmanovic (2010) that systematic literature 
reviews are neither necessarily desirable nor achievable, particularly 
within social-scientific fields. Instead, we  have pursued a strategy 
more in line with the hermeneutic approach these authors propose 
(Boell and Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010, 2014). A hermeneutic approach 
primarily views literature reviews as “a continuing, open-ended 
process through which increased understanding of the research area 
and better understanding of the research problem inform each other” 
(Boell and Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010, p. 130). Conducting a literature 
review thus becomes an exercise in the hermeneutic circle, making the 
literature review an “iterative process that can be described by moving 
from the whole of all (identified) relevant literature to particular texts 
and from there back to the whole body of relevant literature” (Boell 
and Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010, p. 134). However, as any hermeneutic 
philosopher would tell us, a key aspect of this processual 
understanding of literature reviews regards how we began.

Our initial research question was vague and open-ended, 
concerned with exploring how gender was studied in Denmark in the 
last 15 years. We operationalized ‘the study of gender’ here as texts 
which are concerned with problematizing, questioning, or 
understanding different types of gender hierarchies and structures. 
Although we did not initially make any methodological, theoretical, 
or empirical distinctions, as we progressed, we ruled out texts where 
gender was only used as a categorical variable. This had the effect of 
removing a substantial portion of the quantitative literature regarding 
gender in Denmark from consideration. We argue that this choice is 
justified as we are not concerned with empirical descriptions of the 
situation of, for example, women in Denmark regarding wages, 
educational achievements, or birth rates, but rather with how the 
influence of gender is understood, examined, and explained amongst 
Danish scholars. Thus, for example, while we do not include articles 
that solely present statistics relating to wage levels in Denmark, we do 
include in our review Christina Fiig’s (Fiig, 2010a, 2018; Fiig and 
Verner, 2016) work on gender segregation in Danish politics and 
business life as she (and her co-author) attempt to explain and 
understand where gender differences arise.

After making these initial distinctions, we worked to acquire an 
overview of the field, through reading review articles (e.g., Dahlerup, 
2015), exploring issues of Kvinder, Køn, og Forskning, and 
conversations with leading scholars in the fields of political science 
and sociology. From these early investigations, we identified a list of 
prominent gender scholars in Denmark and of prominent themes in 
the literature. In parallel, we also identified a list of topics, themes, and 
fields apparent in research on gender in other countries and traditions. 
From these three lists, the authors then collected over 150 texts 
(books, journal articles, and book chapters, primarily) to read. After 
reading these texts, the authors then performed a second round of 
selection, narrowing the texts under review to 70, based on perceived 
importance, scholarly merit, and representativeness. The authors then 
reread the chosen texts, and categorized them according to theoretical 
tradition, methodological approach, and topic. Through this process, 
we argue that we have obtained a clear overview of research focusing 
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on gender structures and hierarchies in Denmark, and that our 
literature review enables us to “examine and critically assess existing 
knowledge in a particular problem domain, forming a foundation for 
identifying weaknesses and poorly understood phenomena, [and] 
enabling problematization of assumptions and theoretical claims in 
the existing body of knowledge” (Boell and Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2014, 
p. 258).

3 Researching gender in Denmark

Research never takes place within a vacuum. Instead, researchers 
always find themselves working within a specific historical, 
institutional, and cultural setting which influences not only who does 
research but also how that research is conducted. In this section, 
we  therefore provide an overview of the Danish research setting, 
identifying certain elements of this landscape that affect research 
examining gender. The Danish higher education sector contains eight 
universities and employs about 18,000 individuals as researchers (with 
about 3,000 of these employed in the social sciences)1. Danish 
universities are firmly embedded in the global higher education field 
and international rankings relating to quality and prestige now play 
an important role in Danish higher education. However, as late as the 
early 2000s, Danish politicians and policymakers exhibited skepticism 
towards the importance of university rankings (Lim and Williams 
Øerberg, 2017). Yet, Lim and Williams Øerberg (2017) demonstrate 
that this skepticism swiftly transformed into an embrace of university 
rankings, and Denmark adopted an explicit political goal of achieving 
high positions in international rankings around this time. This focus 
on rankings has had stark ramifications for university funding and 
university research in Denmark. Warren (2024, p.  41) notes, for 
example, that universities have implemented ‘internal mechanisms 
[that] encourage’ academics to direct their efforts towards activities 
that rankings reward. These mechanisms influence both how research 
is done in Denmark and what is perceived as ‘good’ research. Research 
in Danish has particularly declined, as researchers in Denmark find 
themselves in an international arena which privileges “knowledge 
published in English out of the metropole, at the expense of 
knowledges, knowers and languages from the periphery” (Rowlands 
and Wright, 2022, p. 584). These developments have also affected 
which journals researchers publish in, which topics they study, and 
which concepts they use (Rowlands and Wright, 2022; Warren, 2024). 
Researchers in Denmark today find themselves in a university sector 
concerned with securing international prestige and reputation. This 
setting privileges research in English and aimed at epistemic 
communities centered in English speaking countries. As we  will 
discuss further below, these institutional factors have clear influence 
on the type of research on gender produced in Denmark.

While the international higher education field influences Danish 
research, national research infrastructure also affects gender research 
in Denmark. As we noted above, Danish universities still have no 
gender studies departments. However, Denmark does have several 
centers for gender research such as the Center for Gender, Sexuality, 

1  https://www.dst.dk/en/Statistik/emner/uddannelse-og-forskning/forskning-

udvikling-og-innovation/forskning-og-udvikling

and Difference at Copenhagen University, the Center for Gender, 
Power, and Diversity at Roskilde University, and until 2022, FREIA-the 
Center for Gender Research at Aalborg University. These centers are 
usually interdisciplinary, counting amongst their members 
sociologists, political scientists, and others. Similarly, the most 
prominent gender studies journal in Denmark, Kvinder, køn, og 
forskning describes itself as an interdisciplinary journal that ‘aims to 
provide a meeting place for the exchange of gender research results 
and discussions.’2 Yet, despite these interdisciplinary efforts, in our 
literature review, we identify two clear disciplinary tracks, belonging 
to political science and sociology. Within the political science track, 
for example, we  find studies of gender and institutions primarily, 
where authors focus on topics such as internal processes in political 
parties, gender quotas, and forms of citizenship. Conversely, in the 
sociological track, authors cover a greater variety of empirical areas, 
examining issues such as masculinity in Denmark, feminist activism, 
and parenthood in Denmark, but perform few studies of bureaucracies 
or organizations.

We argue that this divergence has its roots in the institutional 
setting. As no gender studies departments exist, gender researchers 
still primarily find themselves in departments oriented primarily 
towards political science or sociology. Political science and sociology 
have important differences in disciplinary conventions. Sociologists 
and political scientists receive different training, have different 
standards of evidence, and often focus on understanding different 
aspects of social life. At the same time, a puzzling aspect of this 
divergence relates to the few overlaps between these different tracks. 
For example, Dahlerup (2013b) and Siim (2016), located within the 
political science track, each discuss the role feminist social movements 
play and have played in changing discursive frames within Danish 
politics, with Dahlerup even incorporating concepts drawn from the 
social movement field into her work at times. Yet, when we examine 
studies of current social movements belonging to the more 
sociological track such as those from Christensen (2010), Stoltz et al. 
(2019), or Stoltz (2021), these studies do not appear to be  in 
conversation with the studies occurring in the political science track. 
Similarly, while Bloksgaard et al. (2015), Ravn (2018), and Leine et al. 
(2020) all explore current Danish masculinities from different angles, 
we see little to no research exploring performances of masculinity 
within political parties, government institutions, or public discourses 
in the political science track. Despite the interdisciplinary forums that 
exist, these two tracks still appear to mostly exist in parallel. Political 
scientists remain mainly focused on the traditional areas of political 
science inquiry, analyzing large-scale gender issues in formal 
institutions in relation to processes like globalization or neo-liberalism, 
but neglecting the importance of interactional dynamics and studies 
of meso-or micro-level processes. Sociological research, conversely, 
frequently examines gender at the micro-level, producing important 
studies on everyday life and interaction, but often fails to link these 
processes to the broader context of Danish society and the changing 
character of modern society.

We argue therefore that the disciplinary background of Danish 
gender researchers exerts an important influence on the type of 
research done. Whether researchers find themselves in a more 

2  https://tidsskrift.dk/KKF/about
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sociologically-or political science-oriented space matters for the type 
of research they do. At the same time, while institutional factors 
contribute to keeping these tracks separate, certain traveling concepts 
appear to bridge some of these gaps. We therefore now turn towards 
the results of our literature review and present the primary theoretical 
and methodological approaches we identify.

4 Research on gender in Denmark

In our literature review, we identify clear preferences for certain 
theoretical and methodological approaches to the study of gender. 
We also identify certain prominent areas of empirical focus amongst 
the works we review. In this section, we present these results and 
discuss some of their consequences.

4.1 Theory

We start with a brief presentation of the most common theoretical 
approaches we identify. We categorize most of the works we reviewed 
within four broad theoretical categories (see Table  1). The first 
category includes work using institutional or organizational theories, 
best characterized by Dahlerup’s work on levels of representation 
(Dahlerup, 2013a) or Fiig’s work on women in the upper levels of 
formal organizations (Fiig, 2010a). Texts in this category primarily 
study the role of gender in Danish institutions, with different authors 
focusing on actors, organizations, or macro-structures. The second 
category contains works that study citizenship, almost exclusively 
using the theories of Nancy Fraser and Nira Yuval-Davis, and best 
exemplified by the works (Siim, 2013, 2016; Stormhøj, 2015, 2019). 
Within this category, scholars have primarily investigated barriers to 
full participation in Danish society and have increasingly attempted 
to incorporate conflict and contradiction into their analyses of 
belonging, rather than viewing social groups as homogenous. Each of 
these categories focuses on structural barriers to equality, enriching 
our understanding of what obstacles to full participation for all exist.

The third category consists of works using interactionist theory, 
investigating gender through the concepts of Goffman or West and 
Zimmerman, as in Bjønness’s (2015) exploration of motherhood or 
Ismail’s (2022) work on gender and elderly care. These works cover 
a broader variety of empirical topics and tend to investigate how 
ideas and norms surrounding gender are constructed, maintained, 

and resisted in everyday life. Finally, we also see a growing number 
of studies in the field of masculinity studies, employing concepts like 
hegemonic masculinity or hyper-masculinity, such as the work of 
Reinicke (2022) or Bengtsson (2016). Works in this fourth category 
primarily examine ideals of masculinity currently existing in 
Denmark, and how these relate to the broader patriarchal character 
of Danish society. Clearly, however, not all works exploring gender 
structures in Denmark fit neatly into these four categories. For 
example, we identify some notable outliers such as Dahl’s (2017) 
work on elderly care, Bindesbøl Holm Johansen et  al.’s (2019) 
employment of gossip to examine gender and sexual norms, and 
Sandager and Ravn’s (2023) use of affect to study gender and 
educational imaginations. At the same time, within the field of 
research on gender in Denmark, we argue that most works belong 
to the four categories identified above.

As we noted above, gender scholars in Denmark tend to find 
themselves in department oriented more towards political science or 
sociology. Unsurprisingly, then, when we  consider these four 
categories, we find clear preferences amongst political scientists for the 
first two categories while sociologists tend to use the theories 
belonging to categories three and four. Similarly, we find little cross-
over or conversation between these categories. Since works in different 
theoretical traditions reveals different aspects of gendered relations 
and structures, we suggest that gender research in Denmark would 
benefit from increased exchange across these categories and 
disciplines. Concepts drawn from sociology, anthropology, or gender 
studies can shed new light on the traditional inquires of political 
science, while political science perspectives can similarly highlight 
different aspects of the social world for sociologists. The findings or 
theories of researchers who study macro-structures or processes can 
better inform those who examine more micro-issues, while work on 
large scale processes like globalization, neo-liberalism, or political 
system change can be  better related to the concrete events and 
interactions that make up social life. Furthermore, as gender is an 
ever-present in social settings, extending the study of the performance 
or doing of gender to further areas would enable us to better 
understand how gender performances change, and how settings allow 
actors more or less freedom to do gender.

Yet, although we find little interaction between these different 
theoretical categories, we  do find one commonality across these 
works. Namely, (almost) all authors and works above categorize 
themselves as intersectional. This categorization is present across all 
theoretical categories (including outliers), suggesting that 
intersectionality is a common denominator in (current) Danish 
gender research. However, despite this common identification, we also 
wish to emphasize the numerous meanings of intersectionality across 
these works. It is only a slight exaggeration to suggest that no two 
authors appear to understand intersectionality in the same way. While 
we will return to this point further in Section 5, we want to highlight 
that the common conceptual denominator in Danish research on 
gender is a traveling concept, rather than anything specific to the 
Danish environment or society.

4.2 Method

Methodologically, the most common approach we  see in our 
literature review analyzes various forms of texts (defined broadly here, 

TABLE 1  The four major theoretical categories.

Category Representative works

Institutional/

organizational 

theory

Dahlerup (2011, 2013b), Borchorst and Rolandsen Agustín 

(2017, 2019, 2020), Fiig (2010a, 2018), Sørensen et al. 

(2022), Rostgaard and Ejrnæs (2021)

Citizenship Bissenbakker and Myong (2022), Siim and Meret (2019), 

Stormhøj (2010b, 2015, 2019), Siim (2016)

Interactionism Lenneis and Pfister (2015), Bloksgaard (2014), Bjønness 

(2015), Ismail (2022), Jensen et al. (2019)

Masculinity Reinicke (2022), Christensen and Jensen (2014), Bengtsson 

(2016), Henriksen (2017b), Bloksgaard et al. (2015), Ravn 

(2018)
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including images) as part of a discourse or document analysis. A 
variety of researchers analyze different forms of public documents, 
such as government reports, party manifestos, or policy documents 
(e.g., Bertelsen and Sørensen, 2019; Jørgensen, 2018; Madsen and 
Rolandsen Agustín, 2018; Stormhøj, 2021) while others examine texts 
from media sources (e.g., Christensen and Siim, 2010; Fiig, 2010b). 
These methods allow researchers to examine how discourses circulate 
and change in Denmark and similarly permit scholars to analyze how 
different decisions are justified in various government agencies or 
formal organizations. However, these methods are difficult to use to 
examine everyday life, and often only allow researchers to make 
arguments or analyses at the structural level due to their lack of 
contact with social actors. We also see the use of other approaches that 
focus on the structural level, and providing descriptions of broad 
trends in Danish society, such as survey-based approaches or the use 
of register data (e.g., Dahlerup, 2018; Dahlerup et al., 2021; Fiig and 
Verner, 2016).

In contrast to these approaches, we see a variety of approaches 
that utilize a more participant-centric method such as focus groups 
(e.g., Bloksgaard et  al., 2015; Ravn, 2018), interviews (e.g., 
Boroumand, 2022; Rolandsen Agustín et al., 2023), and observations 
or ethnography (e.g., Bengtsson, 2016; Henriksen, 2017a). These 
methods are particularly favored within the sociological track 
we discussed above, with almost all ethnographic work occurring 
amongst criminologists. While we  recognize that ethnographic 
methods carry with them several challenges in the form of time, 
resources, and access, we nonetheless believe that our understanding 
of gender structures in Denmark would benefit from more long-
term studies, in many more areas. For example, in their article 
exploring gender representation amongst political parties in 
Denmark, Rolandsen Agustín et al. (2023, p. 40) note that “party 
organizations realize that women tend to disappear from local party 
politics when they start a family… party culture thus needs to 
facilitate their continued participation in order to attract this 
particular age group.” We argue that this finding provides a perfect 
jumping off point for a more in-depth study of party culture and 
gender. However, studying party culture, or the culture of any 
organization, requires researchers to engage more with the members 
of a given organization, and to spend more time in these settings. In 
relation to women’s representation, we  suggest that more 
ethnographic studies are needed to gain a better picture of the daily 
aspects of party culture, institutional culture, or family culture that 
hinder the participation of women (and men) in different societal 
spheres. Particularly, we suggest that we need to learn more about 
how women (and men) negotiate and balance family life, friendship, 
and other obligations in their daily lives. Learning more about these 
negotiations would enable us to understand more about how 
gendered structures are recreated, reproduced, and challenged in 
everyday life, and allow us to better understand how power operates 
in Denmark.

While our understanding of participation in the formal spheres of 
Danish society would benefit from more in-depth interview and 
ethnographic studies, we wish to emphasize that we continue to need 
further analyses using other methods as well. However, greater 
methodological variety would help us to uncover further obstacles, 
challenges, and practices that prevent equality and the full 
participation of all in Danish society.

4.3 Policy implications

Having explored the theoretical and methodological approaches 
preferred in researching analyzing gender in Denmark, we now turn 
our attention to the areas of empirical focus apparent in this research. 
We also aim to discuss the policy solutions researchers propose. In 
the literature, we find extensive texts examining gender quotas (e.g., 
Dahlerup, 2013a; Rolandsen Agustín et al., 2018, 2020), gender gaps 
(e.g., Borchorst and Rolandsen Agustín, 2020; Fiig and Verner, 2016), 
and gender mainstreaming (e.g., Borchorst and Rolandsen Agustín, 
2019; Madsen and Rolandsen Agustín, 2018). While some of these 
texts offer few solutions or proposals to achieve greater equality in 
Danish society, Madsen and Rolandsen Agustín (2018) suggest that 
the gender mainstreaming process in Denmark could be improved 
with a different approach to gender impact assessments in Danish 
government institutions, with more involvement of both external and 
internal experts at different points in the policy making process. 
Similarly, researchers have extensively examined topics such as 
political representation (e.g., Dahlerup, 2018; Dahlerup et al., 2021; 
Meret, 2015), the relationship between gender and religion (e.g., 
Stormhøj, 2010a, 2010b), prostitution (e.g., Bjønness, 2012; Stormhøj 
et al., 2015), and feminist activism (e.g., Christensen, 2010; Siim and 
Stoltz, 2015; Stoltz et al., 2019). We also find substantial bodies of text 
exploring knowledge production (e.g., Childs and Dahlerup, 2018; 
Nielsen, 2015; Skewes et al., 2021; Utoft, 2021), the media (e.g., Fiig, 
2010b; Møller Hartley and Askanius, 2021, 2022), and care (e.g., 
Dahl, 2017; Ismail, 2022). In many of these areas, we find few direct 
policy proposals. Instead, these authors often advocate for dramatic 
societal changes, such as an end to neoliberalism, or major 
cultural shifts.

Researchers have also substantially investigated parenthood in 
Denmark (e.g., Bloksgaard, 2014; Boroumand, 2022; Kielsgaard 
et al., 2018; Liversage, 2015; McKenna, 2022). Here, we do find some 
suggestions from, for example, Bloksgaard (2014), who suggests that 
fathers should not need to negotiate their parental leave with their 
workplace superiors. However, similar to the areas mentioned above, 
we also see that the authors suggest that cultural change in how 
Danish individuals perceive parental leave, motherhood, and 
fatherhood is required to achieve greater equality. We also find a 
number of works analyzing men’s violence against women and 
sexual harassment (e.g., Borchorst and Rolandsen Agustín, 2017; 
Leine et  al., 2020; Ravn, 2018; Reinicke, 2022). The authors 
examining these topics offer several suggestions for solutions, both 
small and large, including the establishment of an independent 
commission on sexual harassment, increasing teaching in schools, 
better statistics surrounding sexual harassment, and further 
political initiatives.

Nonetheless, when we discuss gender inequalities in Denmark, 
most research focuses on describing and understanding current 
inequalities, rather than on offering solutions for how to alleviate or 
solve these issues. While we do not necessarily view this as an issue, 
we do argue that the lack of direct solutions or policy proposals may 
also be related to the lack of specificity afforded to the Danish context 
in some research. To explore this argument further, we now turn 
towards the use of intersectionality in Denmark and contrast the use 
of intersectionality with a theoretical perspective developed within 
Danish society.
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5 The travels of intersectionality in 
Denmark

As we have previously mentioned, our literature review identifies 
one factor that tends to unite the disparate research examining gender 
inequalities in Denmark. Namely, identifying as intersectional is a 
shared characteristic of recent gender research in Denmark, cutting 
across the divides previously outlined. The hegemonic position of 
intersectionality in gender research in Denmark today is a fairly recent 
development (Fiig, 2019; Stoltz et al., 2021). Hvenegård-Lassen et al. 
(2020), for example, show that the concept of intersectionality began to 
enter Danish and Nordic academic discussions around the year 2000, 
and that the use of intersectionality rapidly accelerated towards the end 
of the 2000s and the beginning of the 2010s. When we consider this 
development, three questions arise. First, in this section, we consider 
how researchers in Denmark understand intersectionality. Although the 
word intersectionality may be ubiquitous, this does not mean that all (or 
even any) researchers understand intersectionality in the same manner, 
and we find a wide variety of uses in the literature. After outlining 
prominent understandings of intersectionality in Denmark, we turn our 
attention towards the question of why intersectionality has become the 
common denominator of Danish gender research and consider some of 
the consequences of this development. While the increasing prominence 
of intersectionality has undoubtedly benefited Danish gender research, 
we nonetheless also suggest that the turn toward intersectionality has 
some notable limitations.

As we noted above, despite this common identification, gender 
researchers understand intersectionality very differently. For example, 
Henriksen (2017a, p.  492) uses intersectionality as a theoretical 
framework to examine “the gendered ethnicities of young women 
navigating multi-ethnic urban terrains defined as ghettos,” focusing on 
how gender and ethnicity interact in the lives of these young women. 
Henriksen (2017a, pp. 493–494) focuses on “the fluid, relational, and 
situational aspects of identification and categorization” and argues that 
“intersectional theory provides a framework for understanding not only 
how multiple structures of domination and identification shape women’s 
lives and dispositions but also how intersecting categories modify each 
other.” Henriksen’s intersectionality, then, emphasizes the situatedness 
of meanings and categorizations while at the same time attempting to 
account for broader structures of marginalization in our societies. 
Conversely, when we turn to the work of Christensen and Siim (2010, 
p. 8), their article begins with the lines: “Intersectionality is not a theory. 
In our view it is a methodological approach, which makes it possible to 
do multi-faceted analyses, which include multiple inequality categories.” 
This is an immediate contrast to the work of Henriksen. Christensen 
and Siim (2010, pp. 10, 12) continue in proposing an “analytical model 
which aims to structure intersectional analyses at macro, meso, and 
micro levels” arguing that “intersectionality is a tool to analyze the 
dynamic interactions of structures, institutions, and identities at 
different levels.” They demonstrate the use of this model in a brief 
analysis of the debate surrounding headscarves in Denmark, suggesting 
that while an intersectional analytical approach helps problematize our 
taken-for-granted assumptions about social categorizations, other uses 
of “intersectional arguments can be instrumentalized—and abused—in 
ways that serve exclusionary objectives” (Christensen and Siim, 
2010, p. 15).

Although these intersectional approaches are similar, there are 
also important differences between viewing intersectionality as a 

theoretical approach or a method. Primarily, in Henriksen’s theoretical 
approach, intersectionality offers a flexible and fluid approach to 
identity, while in Christensen and Siim’s methodological approach, 
intersectionality becomes a tool for structuring analysis at different 
conceptual levels. In the first case, intersectionality is used as a theory 
of identity while in the second, intersectionality is an analytical 
strategy. This conflict regarding understandings of intersectionality is 
not unique to Denmark. Rather, as Collins (2015, p.  3) suggests, 
intersectionality is a “broad-based knowledge project” containing at 
least three separate strands: intersectionality as a field of study; 
intersectionality as an analytical strategy; and intersectionality as 
critical praxis. We even see examples of this third strand in the Danish 
literature, in for example Stoltz’s (2021) text on co-optation or Stoltz 
et al.’s (2019) chapter on feminist activism.

Intriguingly, then, Danish uses of intersectionality appear similar to 
the uses of intersectionality internationally. At the same time, there are 
important differences between the use of intersectionality in the Danish 
literature and particularly the North American literature. In a text 
reviewing the travel of intersectionality into the Nordic and European 
literature, Christensen and Jensen (2019) address a central criticism of 
Danish and European adoption of intersectionality. Within the Danish 
literature, intersectionality tends to focus on the analysis of complex 
identities rather than structures of power (Christensen and Jensen, 
2019, pp. 20–22). The authors suggests that this shift has expanded the 
scope of intersectional analysis in Denmark, broadening the subjects of 
study beyond black women to include other (marginalized) groups—
including white heterosexual men (Christensen and Jensen, 2019, p. 22). 
Crucially, Christensen and Jensen argue that this manner of interpreting 
the concept increases the relevance of intersectionality in a Danish 
context, opening up new analytic possibilities for researchers. These 
authors are not alone in suggesting that intersectionality must 
be adapted to a Nordic context, with, for example, Siim (2016) also 
advocating for the necessity of developing intersectional theory adapted 
to the particular challenges of the Nordics.

If we accept that intersectionality must be adapted to the Danish 
context, the questions that arise revolve around how and why 
intersectionality has become hegemonic in Danish gender research. 
While there are a variety of potential answers to this question, in this 
article, we restrict our focus to three developments relating to the 
Danish context. First, starting in the 1990s and 2000s, researchers in 
the Nordics increasingly recognized that concepts like state feminism 
and women-friendly policies (Hernes, 1987) were ill-suited for the 
analysis of life in and changes to the social-democratic welfare states. 
Borchorst and Siim (2008, p. 221), for example, argue that “the analytic 
potential of Hernes’ concepts, state feminism and women-friendly 
policies are challenged by increased diversity amongst women and 
men” and note that Hernes’s approach tends to assume common 
interests amongst all women. Retrenchment and recommodification 
have also changed the character of the social-democratic welfare 
states. Thus, Borchorst and Siim (2008, p.  222) advocate for the 
development of new approaches that still include “social and gender 
equality as key normative principles… [and] a strong norm about 
equal political representation along class and gender line” but that can 
also account for “equally important principles of securing equal 
representation for immigrants and granting recognitions for cultural 
diversity, including diversity amongst women.”

While these large changes to Danish society have influenced the 
increasing use of intersectionality, developments within the university 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2025.1623152
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Flaherty and Petersen� 10.3389/fpos.2025.1623152

Frontiers in Political Science 07 frontiersin.org

sector in Denmark appear to play an equally important role in 
explaining the prevalence of the concept. As we  discussed above, 
policies at Danish universities strongly encourage researchers to focus 
on international debates, publish in international journals, and 
produce knowledge that travels between countries and settings. In the 
international research field examining gendered inequalities, 
intersectionality has a dominant, if not a hegemonic, position 
(Carastathis, 2014). It is perhaps unsurprising that researchers 
working in Denmark, entangled within the global academic field, 
therefore examine gendered inequalities through intersectional lenses. 
The use of intersectionality grants legitimacy to researchers in 
international arenas, and simultaneously provides a common language 
for debates and intellectual exchange with others working in very 
different contexts.

Finally, at the local level, the institutional structure of Danish 
universities also seems to play a role in explaining the prevalence of 
intersectionality. We demonstrated above that research examining 
gender in Denmark still tends to occur within separate disciplinary 
tracks. In this context, the term intersectionality acts as a common 
denominator across a landscape of gender research marked by 
disciplinary divides. We see this feature of intersectionality exemplified 
in works from, for example, Ravn (2018), Siim (2013), and Stormhøj 
(2019). While all three authors explicitly use intersectionality, their 
work differs substantially in terms of disciplinary orientation. Ravn 
(2018) uses intersectionality to conduct a micro-sociological analysis 
of identity, grounded in empirical data from focus group interviews 
while Siim (2013) uses intersectionality to produce a macro-political 
science analysis of the challenges of immigration and gender politics 
in the Nordic welfare states. Stormhøj (2019), finally, uses 
intersectionality to develop sexuality-related political theory in the 
field of political philosophy.

Clearly, there are other developments outside the scope and focus 
of this paper that have also influenced the adoption of intersectionality 
in Danish gender research. However, in the remainder of this paper, 
we  chose instead to focus on some of the consequences of this 
adoption. The incorporation of intersectionality into Danish gender 
research has clearly strengthened and sharpened analysis of gendered 
inequalities in Denmark. However, we suggest that the widespread 
incorporation of traveling concepts like intersectionality risks losing 
the opportunity to develop needed theoretical perspectives and 
concepts rooted in the specificities of Danish society, such as the 
institutional approach we  discuss in the following section. While 
intersectionality has enriched our understanding of gender in a 
Danish context, we  argue that adopted concepts should 
be accompanied by locally grounded theoretical perspectives. In the 
following section, we explore one approach in the work of Borchorst 
and Rolandsen Agustín (2017, 2019, 2020). We believe that these 
approaches allow us to understand aspects of gendered needs that 
international approaches, such as intersectionality, do not always 
capture. We suggest, therefore, that these perspectives are crucial for 
maintaining the relevance and importance of Danish gender research.

6 Danish structures of power

While intersectional frameworks enable researchers to uncover 
and examine different types of inequalities, frameworks based around 
traveling concepts also hide some of the specificities of Danish society. 

Denmark differs dramatically from the United States, and we argue 
that power does not operate along the same lines in a social-
democratic welfare state as it does in a liberal welfare state. While 
we believe that intersectionality’s use has strengthened the analysis of 
(gendered) inequalities in Denmark, we also argue that researchers 
need to take the specificities of the Danish setting into greater account 
in their analyses. To illustrate the benefits of an approach more firmly 
rooted in Denmark, we therefore now briefly turn towards the work 
of Borchorst and Rolandsen Agustín (2017, 2019, 2020) and their 
institutional approach. Although their work belongs to our first 
theoretical category, focused on institutional and organizational 
approaches, it has some important differences to other work in 
that category.

Borchorst and Rolandsen Agustín analyze gender equality in 
relation to three different institutional arenas: the political, the trade 
union, and the legal. They argue that these arenas are ‘characterized 
by different regulations, key actors, and principals, which are 
conclusive for the ability for women’s organizations and other equality 
actors to influence gender equality policy’ (Borchorst and Rolandsen 
Agustín, 2020, p. 56). In their work, these authors demonstrate that 
‘entrenched institutions, like the Danish model of industrial relations, 
place clear limits on the possibilities for action’ and that the different 
arenas have, at different times, proved fertile ground for gender 
equality issues (Borchorst and Rolandsen Agustín, 2020, p.  76). 
Although these authors identify their work as intersectional in other 
pieces, they do not focus on intersectionality here. Instead, they focus 
their analyses on the particularities of the Danish labor market. 
Through this three-pronged division, Borchorst and Rolandsen 
Agustín uncover the ‘rules of the game’ in Denmark and show how 
these rules enable or limit actors in their attempts to achieve equality. 
In their analysis of sexual harassment, for example, they use this 
approach to arrive at the conclusion that the ‘Danish model is not well 
equipped to tackle sexual harassment’ even if ‘many sexual harassment 
settlements are reached’ (Borchorst and Rolandsen Agustín, 2017, 
p. 174). This approach also enables them to explore how changes in 
one arena have consequences in the other arenas. Thus, when 
discussing the movement for equal wages, Borchorst and Rolandsen 
Agustín (2020) demonstrate that increased efforts in the political 
arena led slowly to increased efforts in the trade union arena, rather 
than these two paths developing in parallel.

The use of this three-pronged institutional model has clear benefits 
in increasing our understanding of historical developments in 
Denmark. However, we wish to highlight that it also brings us closer 
to understanding power relations today, and, more importantly, to how 
we might change them. Borchorst and Rolandsen Agustín’s approach 
focuses on the specificities of Denmark, which enables them to suggest 
policy changes that would help address inequalities. In terms of sexual 
harassment, for example, they suggest that Denmark needs better 
statistics, more registration of cases, and political initiatives that 
increase employer responsibility, amongst other suggestions (Borchorst 
and Rolandsen Agustín, 2017). The focused initiatives suggested here 
form a sharp contrast to the general suggestions present in our 
discussion surrounding policy recommendations above. We argue that 
these authors can make focused recommendations since their work is 
firmly rooted in the institutional context of Denmark. This context-
sensitive approach enables not only more specific analyses but also 
more specific solutions. At the same time, however, we  note that 
adding an intersectional perspective would further enhance this 
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model. Clearly, experiences in these three arenas differ according to 
class, ethnicity, and sexuality, amongst other identity categories, and 
an intersectional perspective would allow authors to offer even more 
nuanced recommendations. Again, we wish to highlight that while 
intersectionality has enriched our discussions surrounding gender 
equality in Denmark, better situating intersectional perspectives in the 
context of the Danish welfare state would help us both better 
understand power relations in Denmark and change them.

7 Conclusion

In this article, we  have examined how researchers have 
investigated gender, gender structures, and gendered inequalities in 
Denmark over the last 15 years. This is a vast field of literature. This 
article therefore focuses primarily on texts that are particularly 
important and/or representative of tendencies within the literature, 
allowing us to discuss this field in general terms. Similarly, our 
approach has focused on research produced at Danish universities and 
considered the consequences in terms of Danish society. Within these 
parameters, our literature review identifies four major theoretical 
approaches within the literature: an organizational or institutional 
category, a category focusing on citizenship, an interactionist 
approach, and an approach based in studies of masculinity. While 
these approaches all have their strengths and weaknesses, 
we highlighted that little interaction appears to occur between the 
different categories. Despite this lack of interaction, however, we find 
further evidence for the hegemonic position of intersectionality 
within Danish research surrounding gender.

Yet, although intersectionality may occupy a hegemonic position 
within this research field, we have emphasized that understandings of 
intersectionality are not shared across researchers, approaches, or 
disciplines. Instead, we have shown that researchers in Denmark, like 
those internationally, employ intersectionality as a theory, method, or 
practice in pursuit of different disciplinary goals. While 
intersectionality has different characteristics in different pieces of 
research, we have also argued that the intersectionality has achieved 
prominence partly due to both changes in Danish society and the 
policies of Danish universities. Despite the lack of gender studies 
departments in Denmark, intersectionality unites the disparate 
research surrounding gendered inequalities and allows researchers to 
speak with a common language.

However, while the use of intersectionality has greatly enriched 
analyses of gender inequalities in Denmark, the concept must still 
be  properly situated within the specific setting of Denmark. 
Contextualizing intersectionality within the Danish institutional arena 
allows researchers not only to provide more nuanced analyses of power 
and better understand how inequalities are maintained in daily life. As 
we close, we wish to highlight the importance of researchers continuing 
to develop specific theories and approaches suited to examining the 
Danish and broader Scandinavian context despite institutional 

pressures to compete in a global academic game. Although we live in 
an increasingly globalized world, and must continue to study how 
inequalities are maintained or challenged at the international or global 
level, we must also remember to examine and analyze how the different 
cultures and histories of nations create different forms of gendered 
inequalities. We believe that it is only in remaining attentive to the 
specific features of the Danish landscape that we will be better able to 
understand continuing gender inequalities in Denmark, and more 
importantly, it is only through acting in reference to the structures of 
power in Denmark that we will be able to combat them.
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