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Abstract

Given that happiness is a pervasive social norm in Denmark and prompted by Alenka

Zupancic’s assertion that “the happiness imperative” is “hostile to the comic spirit,” this study
explores humorous and satirical manifestations of this norm in three Danish television series.

Drawing on socio-historic perspectives on the happiness norm in Denmark, and on management
theories concerning the use of humour and irony in work contexts, the analysis demonstrates
how the three series portray the darker aspects of this social norm. This is achieved by satirising
the incompetence of leaders and administrators within three of the country’s largest institutions:
health, culture, and politics. The satire is consistently presented from the viewpoint of an
outsider, a foreigner whose presence disrupts the Danes’ typically relaxed work culture, thereby
generating a series of humorous scenarios often imbued with self-irony. The nature and function
of this satire, which varies across the series, will be examined through the theoretical lenses of
Zupancic’s psychoanalytic approach, Dieter Declercq’s view of satire as a form of mental
therapy, and Carl Fox’s argument for satire as a form of political action. The relationship
between Danish society and its prevalent forms of satire is encapsulated in the ‘campfire’
metaphor. This metaphor illustrates an inward-looking, ‘we-we’ national mentality, where irony
and self-irony serve as common and safe mechanisms for conforming to the Danish happiness
imperative.

Keywords: Danish society, the happiness imperative, humour, satire, mental therapy, political
action.

1. Introduction

This paper explores the relationship between Danes’ use of humour and satire, and the dominant
social norm that demands that Danes be happy. The use of humour within an ideology of
happiness has been declared impossible by the Slovene philosopher Alenka Zupanci¢, who
states that “nothing is more hostile to the comic spirit than precisely a climate that (...) promotes
happiness as its Master-Signifier” (Zupancic, 2008, p. 8).

This claim is challenged here by drawing on the example of the ‘mental climate’ of the
Danish people. Danes, though often characterised as a ‘happy people’ across many parameters,
are nevertheless prone to using humour and satire, the characteristics of which can be directly
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related to their ‘happy’ way of living together. To substantiate my claim, I focus on examples
of Danish humour in three television series. Each series targets a specific institutional work
setting, within health, culture, and tax, with an evident satirical aim. I hope to show that Danes
address their happiness Master-Signifier through a unique approach to humour and satire, which
helps them bypass the postulated difficulty of reconciling a general feeling of happiness with
the comic.

2. Danes and the happiness imperative

Danes are portrayed as a happy people across numerous metrics, popularised in the so-called
World Happiness Report series, where Denmark was placed second after Finland in 2025. Some
criticism targets the scientific validity of these studies, particularly because the Anglo-centric
starting point means all questions rely on translations of happy and happiness into other
languages, despite the lack of direct equivalents. For instance, the translation of happy into
Danish as lykkelig is slightly misleading; better options include glad, tilfreds, and velforngjet,
which align more closely with the English word content.

Nevertheless, there is some truth to Danes’ overall contentment with life. Sociological
studies show that Danes are satisfied with their lives and living conditions. They point to various
factors in Danish society that make it pleasant and safe, thereby contributing to the subjective
well-being of individuals. Among these factors, sociologists and historians (Jespersen, 2004;
Ostergaard, 2006) point to consensus, cooperation, and trust as key factors. This includes trust
in ‘the system’, in the sense that you pay your taxes, if not with joy, then with confidence that
they contribute to the common good. It also includes trust in the private sphere, and in one’s
family, friends, and neighbours (Svendsen, 2018). And most interestingly, in this context, trust
within working life, such as trust in colleagues, bosses, and employees, superiors, and
subordinates.

In Danish organisational and management theories, explicit recommendations are provided
on how trust can be created, strengthened, and upheld at the workplace by using humour in
general, and irony and self-irony in particular. The Danish philosopher and management theorist
Ole Fogh Kirkeby emphasises the very Danish relation between trust, irony, and humour,
“Without trust, a network is unthinkable (...) and without trust in ourselves, we cannot develop
ourselves into autonomous individuals and independent employees.” (Kirkeby, 2003, translated
and quoted in Lundquist & Dyrbye, 2023, pp. 123-124). To create trust, the leader must use self-
irony as “a small, mild shadow” and humour as “a communicative mode,” which is “mild and
generous,” with laughter being “the first and most spontaneous expression of trust” (Kirkeby,
2003, translated and quoted in Lundquist & Dyrbye, 2023, pp. 124-125).

The recommended mild, generous communicative mode is a prominent social norm among
Danes, including in work settings. People generally prefer to be happy, which involves avoiding
disagreement and discord and striving for cooperation and consensus. This applies across
political parties, businesses, organisations, and other social groupings. The consensus mentality,
with its pronounced degree of conflict aversion and avoidance in all aspects of Danish life is
evident in the three television series presented below.!

These pervasive social characteristics reinforce Danes’ self-perception as belonging to the
happy few. However, they also lead to a form of social constraint that encourages Danes to avoid
anger and disagreement, compelling them to be happy by all means — or at least to pretend to
be. This becomes clear when considering Danish workplace culture, with its flat, non-
hierarchical structure, as the television shows will demonstrate.

! The degree of conflict avoidance is high compared to a conflictual society like the French, but low
compared to that of another Nordic country, Sweden (Lundquist, 2023).
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3. Danish humour

In previous studies on Danish humour, restricted to spontaneous conversational humour in
international professional contexts, it is argued that Danes prefer humour in the form of rapid-
fire ironic remarks often directed at themselves (Lundquist, 2021, p. 36). This mode of irony
constitutes a form of self-irony, which in Danish has its specific term selvironi that lacks the
denigrating connotations associated with the English concept of self-deprecation. Selvironi
possesses positive connotations in the Danish context, referring to another social norm in society
which advises against self-aggrandisement and pompousness at all costs. Selvironi is a key
cultural concept embodying fundamental social norms and values, alongside concepts such as
hygge and humor (Levisen, 2013).

In Danish workplace management theories, selvironi is considered a “reflexive
management competence” and is a recommended practice (Molin, 2006, translated and quoted
in Lundquist & Dyrbye, 2023, p.126), to facilitate openness and curb any impending self-
importance threatening to overwhelm a leader. It serves as an antidote to the potential “smugness
and self-satisfaction” and “pompous and distancing behaviour” that could jeopardise team spirit.
Selvironi enables the leader to “display vulnerability and exposing (him/her)self” and create “a
reciprocity based on recognition of the common binding togetherness” (Molin, 2006, translated
and quoted in Lundquist & Dyrbye, 2023, pp. 120-121). These strategies, founded on trust and
togetherness, collectively aim to uphold social harmony and happiness.

3.1. Humour socialisation

Inspired by the Danish philosopher and humour researcher Harald Hoffding (1843-1931) and
his developmental model, I propose that individuals are gradually socialised into specific forms
or patterns of humour (Lundquist, 2014; 2020; 2021). Heffding (1916) suggests we are bred into
a “big humour,” a general attitude to life, through successive drop-by-drop encounters with
“teeny-weeny humour” and then “little humour” within social groups in society (Lundquist,
2021, pp. 37-38). This socialisation, I argue, occurs via expressions in our mother tongue, which
provide fixed patterns for the communicative tasks language must fulfil in a given society.

Societally, Denmark has undergone a “civilising process” (Elias, 1994), evolving from an
agrarian social and economic organisation into an egalitarian, horizontal one. This transition
was profoundly shaped by geopolitical challenges, particularly the loss of one-third of its
territory in the 1864 war with Prussian-Austrian forces, which compelled the country to unify
as a political “unit of survival” (Kaspersen, 2008, p. 244). This new organisational structure
both demanded and fostered a pronounced “we feeling” (Kaspersen, 2020, p. 184), characterised
by high levels of trust and cooperation among political and other social actors. The resulting
national mentality, first characterised as that of a tribe (Melon, 1992), is better described by the
Danish historian Knud J. V. Jespersen (2004) as a “campfire mentality™:

All the members of the company assemble shoulder to shoulder around it, with their backs to the
darkness outside the circle of light from the fire, and warm themselves with feeling of security and
comradeship and the heat from the large communal bonfire (...). There is no sense of an ‘us and
you’ feeling, but of an introverted ‘us-us’ mentality.

(Jespersen, 2004, p. 209)

Danes thrive in the peaceful, relaxing atmosphere in which they connect and risk ironic or
self-ironic remarks without jeopardising their social rank or that of others. The campfire scene
also points to the ubiquity of social gatherings and groups in the form of associations, clubs, and
voluntary organisations. Denmark has an estimated 100,000 associations, covering “a wide
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range of interests, from sports and leisure to culture, the environment, politics, professions, the
labour market, and social issues and health” (Denmark.dk, n.d.).

Linguistically, the Danish language, like other Nordic languages, offers features that reflect
these types of communities, based on shared interests and common goals. These consist of the
so-called “conversational” or “dialogical small words” (Heltoft, 2005), such as jo, vist, vel, nok,
da,? which act as “bonding particles.” Being monosyllabic, their very subtle meanings guide
interlocutors in their search for hidden meanings, rooted in presumed common background
knowledge, which is precisely the sine qua non for the use of irony and selvironi. Danes are
raised with humour expressed through these features in their mother tongue, which contributes
to a shared sense of belonging and the campfire mentality that facilitates and legitimises forms
of humour such as irony and self-irony.

The Danish social norm of happiness, with its emphasis on conflict avoidance and
consensus-seeking, shapes communal life and is reflected in the three Danish television series
examined here: Lars von Trier’s Riget Exodus [The Kingdom Exodus] (2022), Mikkel Munch
Fals’s The Orchestra (2022-2024), and Kaspar Munk and Dustin Loose’s Andre Folks Penge
[Other People’s Money] (2025).

Across the three series, the campfire mentality manifests through various comic devices, all
of which share a common element: the introduction of an outsider, an intruder to the cosy
campfire. These outsiders appear as a politically correct Swede in The Kingdom, a nauseatingly
charming Brit in The Orchestra, and a group of shrewd international swindlers in Other People’s
Money. They highlight ridiculous aspects of Danish management culture, especially the
“reflexive management praxis” (Molin, 2006, quoted in Lundquist & Dyrbye 2023, p. 126) of
“using a mild, generous communicative mode” (Kirkeby, 2003, quoted in Lundquist & Dyrbye,
2023, pp. 123-125), as will be explored later. First, however, we will consider some theoretical
perspectives on the happiness imperative and the comic, focusing more specifically on satire.

4. The happiness imperative and the comic

In The Odd One In: On Comedy (2008), Zupanci¢ addresses what she calls the “imperative of
happiness, positive thinking, and cheerfulness,” which is an accurate description for what is at
play in Denmark, as demonstrated by the results of happiness surveys and sociological studies.
With unconcealed criticism, Zupanci€ refers to “what is now called ‘happiness studies’” which
lean on the axiom that there is no difference between “what people think they feel and what they
really feel” (Zupancic, 2008, p. 8). Consequently, there is no difference either between the
answers people provide in questionnaires as to their feelings about happiness and how happy
they really feel. Danes’ high scores on happiness should be approached with scepticism.

For Zupancic, the happiness imperative is rooted in a “spectacular rise in bio-morality,”
which promotes the fundamental axiom that “a person who feels good (and is happy) is a good
person; a person who feels bad is a bad person.” It is this moral value which leads to and “gives
its specific colour to the contemporary ideological rhetoric of happiness” (Zupanci¢, 2008, p.
5), an idea I shall extrapolate into the Danish context where it clearly takes the form of a
dominant happiness morality or happiness imperative. Zupanci¢ explains that bio-morality “is
replacing the classical notion of responsibility with the notion of a corrupt being” since “the
unhappy and unsuccessful are somehow corrupt on the level of their bare life.” Happiness and
success are being naturalised, raised to be part of human nature, and hence “success is becoming
almost a biological notion and thus the foundation of a genuine racism of successfulness”
(Zupancic, 2008, p. 6). Socio-biological norms of happiness and successfulness that praise “so

99 < 99 ¢ 9 ¢

2 Roughly equivalent to “I suppose,” “as you know,” “as far as I know,” “probably,” and “perhaps.”
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highly all sorts of entertainment” are, Zupancic¢ argues, “foreign and hostile to the comic spirit”
(Zupancic, 2008, p. 8).

This study takes “all sorts of entertainment” to cover comedy as well as satire. Indeed,
categorising a work as either comedy or satire “relies on interpretive judgments about the
underlying attitude that it displays towards a community, a society, or even human existence
itself” (Greenberg, 2018, p. 29). The analysis below, which strives to extract satirical traits in
the Danish television shows, draws not only on my own interpretive judgment but also on norms
and moralities that have been defined as characteristic of Danish society.

With Zupancic’s “happiness Master-Signifier” and derived notions established, the
discussion can turn to the connection between comedy and satire in Denmark, examining how
satire fares in a happy land such as Denmark. The three television shows consist, as Carl Fox
clarifies in Satire and Stability (2023), of “an artistic attempt to expose the absurdity of a
mismatch between the demands of some position of authority and the person or thing that
occupies it” (Fox, 2023, p. 190).

The trend in Danish management literature that recommends humour, irony, and self-irony
as strategies to build team spirit (campfire spirit) is satirised to the extreme in the three Danish
series under analysis. In the quest for happy teambuilding, the leader’s self-exposure and the
use of a “mild, generous communicative mode” (Kirkeby, 2003, translated and quoted in
Lundquist & Dyrbye, 2023, pp. 123-125) leads to personal ruin and the annihilation of their
authority.

Before analysing how “(a)nything that has authority can be a subject for satire” (Fox, 2023,
p. 184), including beliefs, norms, social structures, and institutions in the three television series,
a theoretical framing is required.

5. Theoretical perspectives on satire

Approaches by Zupanci¢ (2008), Declercq (2021), and Fox (2023), provide a theoretical
framework for extracting manifestations of satire and its potential purpose in the three Danish
television series.

5.1. Satire and the unconscious

In The Odd One In: On Comedy, Zupanci¢ (2008), who has inspired this article from the outset
with her notable notion of the happiness imperative, addresses the question of “who is happy?”’
Adopting a psychoanalytic approach, inspired by Lacan’s “séminaire XVII” (Lacan, 1991) she
discusses whether it is the Ego, the It/Id, or the Other that constitutes the true cause of the
subject’s feeling of happiness. First, “the Ego and the Id do not necessarily feel the same amount
of happiness” (Zupanci¢, 2008, p. 63), leading to a “fundamental discrepancy, incongruence,
disproportion” between the two. Of these two aspects, it is the It/Id that prevails, since, as Lacan
asserts, “My Ego is happy and autonomous when it is the same as everybody else’s.” (Lacan,
1991, p. 84). In Zupancic¢’s terms (2008, p. 5), the Ego strives to align with a social norm, or
“bio-morality” of what happiness is or ought to be; a Dane’s It/Id compels adherence to the
happiness imperative and avoidance of unhappiness and conflicts at all costs.

The Ego’s relationship with the Other paves the way for two further topics of interest within
a Danish context: the first is “blind trust” in the Other; the second is naivety. Zupanci¢ asserts
that “[t]he question of happiness... in comedy is closely linked precisely to the question of blind
trust” (Zupancic, 2008, p. 83). The subject invests in the Other, crediting them with what they
lack, only to find that the Other suffers from similar, or different, deficiencies. This unjustified
trust “always contains an element of naivety” (Zupancic, 2008, p. 84), which fuels the comic.
Excessive trust in institutions and naivety on the part of both authorities and ordinary individuals
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faced with larger powers (banks, criminal gangs) show to be most evidently at play in the drama
of Other People’s Money.

5.2. Satire as a therapeutic praxis

Transitioning from the unconscious and subconscious to the mental level, Declercq, in Satire,
Comedy and Mental Health: Coping with the Limits of Critique, views ‘“satires as
representations that critique social wrongness” (Declercq, 2021, p. 32). But he insists on the role
of satire as a “curative and therapeutic practice” (Declercq, 2021, p. 26), aimed at restoring
“mental health” within a given community. Satire is a form of magic, involving “representations
which harness emotional resources for their useful release in everyday life” (Declercq, 2021, p.
30). The intentional design of satire is its “coping affordances,” which alleviate the “existential
despair.” That is, “satire is a therapy for a society which is sick beyond full recovery” (Declercq,
2021, p. 8), while its aesthetic entertainment aspects assuage arduous social critique and stressful
political engagement, “entertainment matters because it alleviates the limits of critique and
political action” (Declercq, 2021, p. 2).

Declercq’s therapeutic perspective aligns with the view of Danish philosopher Hoffding
who, in his influential work Den Store Humor [The Big Humour] (1916), articulates how “big
humour” as a “general attitude to humour™ also represents “a general attitude to life,” even as
an “art of life.” Humour permits us to see “life as great and small at the same time” and to
maintain a distance between our fragile self and the harsh pressures of reality. Humour as an
attitude to life induces a tolerance and indulgence of others and ourselves, and enables
individuals to “view what life brings with an attitude of tolerance and acceptance” (Hoffding,
1916, translated and quoted in Lundquist & Dyrbye, 2023, pp. 85-86).

An example of this therapeutic cure based on tolerance and acceptance is retrievable in The
Orchestra, which, through laughter and joyfulness, appeals to a common moral sense to restore
social and legal equilibrium amid the tumultuous #MeToo movement.

5.3. Satire as political action

Disagreeing with Declercq, Fox (2023), in Satire and Stability, argues against locating satire’s
“main contribution in the realm of mental health” and “downplaying the political significance
of satire” (Fox, 2023, p. 181). Instead, Fox contends that “we do not only have personal reasons
to use tools like satire to help us cope, but political reasons too” (Fox, 2023, pp. 185, 189). He
attributes to satire a politically “legitimating” and “stabilising role” arguing that “[s]atire can
contribute to the health of a democracy,” since satirists can foster democratic discourse and
potentially action by transforming “bad and vicious behaviour by powerful people into a
spectacle to be witnessed, considered, shared, and discussed.” Satire, Fox claims, “allows us to
reveal awkward and uncomfortable truths” and make them part of our discussions and hence
“apparent and palatable” (Fox, 2023, p. 186). Satire can “unite the audience in condemnation”
and subsequent “public ridicule” and it can, at best, “attach a tangible sanction to (...) vicious
behaviour in politics and other aspects of public life” (Fox, 2023, pp. 188-189).

Comparing the television series with the theoretical frameworks discussed, Zupanci¢’s
psychoanalytical concepts of the Ego, the It/Id, and the Other certainly apply to all, as they are
subsumed within the overarching Danish happiness Master-Signifier. Declercq’s therapeutic
dimensions of mental health are clearly present in the laughter-inducing, relief-providing
episodes of The Kingdom Exodus and The Orchestra, but are less apparent in Other People’s
Money, where feelings of malaise, justified resentment, and condemnation prevail. This series
appears to align more with Fox’s perspective of satire as political action, although the public
scorn and certain initiatives towards political action that emerged later yielded no convincing
results to prevent similar abuses in the future.
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6. Three examples of television satire in Denmark

6.1. The Kingdom Exodus

Renowned Danish film director Lars von Trier’s third instalment of the series Riget Exodus [The
Kingdom Exodus] (2022) continues the plot from the two previous seasons first aired in 1994
and 1997. It is set in Riget [the Kingdom], which is a nickname for Denmark’s national hospital
in Copenhagen, but it also serves as a pun on the Kingdom of Denmark.

The story unfolds along two distinct tracks. The first is a spiritual narrative set in an uncanny
and mysterious atmosphere, filled with hidden schemes and undertakings by ghosts and evil
spirits that inhabit the hospital’s corridors and basements, as well as the surrounding bleach
swamps upon which the hospital was built. The second track is a realistic, yet farcical, tale that
unfolds on the top floor of the hospital, specifically in the neurosurgery department. Here, a
diverse array of characters, including some of the country’s “brightest minds,” interact within a
chaotic environment populated by Danish and Swedish doctors, researchers, managers,
administrative staff, and patients.

6.1.1. Plot and characters

This analysis will focus on the comedic events occurring within the neurosurgery department
and demonstrate how von Trier’s oeuvre aligns with the aforementioned perspectives on satire.
The Kingdom Exodus is a significant work of art, stemming from an extraordinarily rich human
imagination and employing an impressive array of aesthetic devices. One burlesque tableau
seamlessly follows another at a breathtaking pace. The series presents exaggerated and
grotesque critiques of real and easily identifiable institutions, groups, and ideas, and implicitly
evokes the memory of a renowned Swedish heart surgeon who pioneered heart surgery in the
Kingdom. However, foremost, the series serves as an intense and incisive satire of Danish
mentality as it manifests in workplace settings.

Von Trier’s aesthetic sensibility permeates every aspect of the series. A clear structure is
evident, as each episode commences like a Greek drama with a recurring chanting prologue that
establishes an enigmatic atmosphere. The Greek influence is underscored by the choir in the
basement, comprised of two dishwashers, a robot and a wise child in an elderly man’s body,
who comment on the events unfolding on stage.

Each episode concludes with an epilogue crafted by the director himself, replete with
humorous and self-ironic references to his former persona, “the excruciatingly cocky young Lars
von Trier,” alongside self-indulgent observations regarding his present self. Nonetheless, the
epilogue also culminates in a serious moral reflection interlaced with acerbic irony: “Now life
was to be defined, and ignorance and superstition could never again shake science. Perhaps it
has become too much with the pride and the consistent denial of the spiritual, for it is as if the
cold and damp have returned.”

The story follows the vertical structure of the immense building, and society, featuring a
chaotic maze of medical doctors, experts, leaders, administrators, general hospital staff, and
patients. On the top floor, there are neurosurgeons, while the underworld below is steeped in an
unheimlich atmosphere, with a plot involving dead bodies and pulsing organs from disappeared
patients, as well as amoral doctors who are now portrayed as both good and bad spirits in the
cellar. People from these two worlds mingle in the busy, crowded elevators, which incessantly
travel up and down, staging dramas of their own.

The plot and action involving those on the top floor generate the most frank and candid
satire, based on the confrontation between the Danish staff and the outsider, Swedish Professor
Doctor Helmer, who arrives pompously at Riget, landing on the hospital’s helipad with the
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remark, “Get excited Danes, we have one of Sweden’s best doctors on board. Take me to your
leader.” However, it turns out that there is no leader at Riget. Or rather, no one who wants to
take leadership.

As another Shakespearean hero, Helmer comes with the firm intention of avenging his
father, “my giant father,” the former head doctor, the “king” of the Kingdom. The Swede, with
pride and self-confidence, manifests his Swedish-ness through common (Danish) stereotypes of
Sweden. He is happy to find Ikea boxes with impractical assemble-it-yourself furniture; he is
afraid that Danes will steal the hubcaps of his Volvo, so he carries them around; and finally, in
a wet and slimy graveyard, he finds the ashes of his father, not in an urn like his Danish
neighbours, but in a Tetra Pak milk carton. Superior in every sense of the word, he summons
his colleagues to a first supervision meeting, opening arrogantly with stereotypically Swedish
signs of political correctness and attempting to introduce ethnic diversity and gender neutrality.

What he meets is a bunch of hopelessly incompetent and lazy Danish colleagues,
nonchalantly ambling into the crowded meeting room. Their laissez-faire work culture puzzles
and frightens him, though he bravely fights back with forced smiles and laughter: “I have been
told that the relationship between Danes and Swedes can be a bit tense, so I had the idea that I
should laugh a lot, just like the Danes do all the time for no obvious reason.”

Helmer later seeks help and moral comfort for his distress and despair in meetings with
other Swedes in the association Swedes Anonymous, which is held in the basement: “I had to
come to the country that made my father insane, to understand and, if possible, continue his
work. To complete my dad’s mission to raise the Danish standard. Which is of course, far from
close to a Swedish level. No white man’s strength can reach that far.” This gentle and caring
underground group declares a war of sabotage called Operation Barbarossa against their Danish
colleagues.

But what is it with these Danes? Von Trier has created a long list of characters who
caricature sincere aspects of Danes’ mentality, in general, and of their work culture, in particular.
The Chief Physician Dr. Pontoppidan, Helmer’s Danish partner in the neurosurgery department,
reaches his workplace by bike, with a child seat behind him, a helmet on his head, and a
backpack, meticulously locking his bike to a lamppost. The two doctors meet in the corridor,
the Danish doctor with a humming song and an affectionate hug; the newly appointed Swedish
doctor reacts to this physical intimacy with, “Who was that gay bastard?” Pontoppidan
advocates for an “open door policy,” but he is usually found locked in his office treating a
migraine attack with a bag of frozen mid-sized green peas. He avoids all conflicts and
challenging situations. For example, he would sooner climb up the outside of the building in
professional mountaineering gear than risk meeting his former patient, Mrs. Rigmor Mortensen,
nicknamed Rigor Mortis, in the elevator.

Staff meetings are hyggelige gatherings, incorporating games, songs, and competitions,
reminiscent of a kindergarten or a campfire. The latter metaphor aptly captures certain aspects
of the Danish mentality. People are running late, one on an electric kick scooter with a funny
hat, while another is grumpy, aggressive, and petulant, whom Dr. Pontoppidan also fears and
who ultimately becomes Dr. Helmer’s slayer. Most of the Danes are unfocused and indifferent
until Helmer mobilises a half-lazy resistance on their part. The Danes despise his self-
importance and challenge him to a competition in the form of questions about famous Danes
and Swedes. In a satire on Danish drinking culture, the punishment for wrong answers is a forced
sip of schnapps. The Swede ends up being carried out drunk and left on the roof where he landed
that morning.

The Head of Administration, Dr. Kold, is no less ridiculous. The former chief of surgery
rarely leaves his office, where he sits glued to his screen playing solitaire. He is not very good
at it and gratefully accepts advice from Helmer: “If I may, being a man from a big country
talking to a man from a small country, the basic rule of playing solitaire is to place a black card
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on top of a red card, and vice versa.” “That explains a lot,” the hospital director states with
delight while the Swede walks down the hall, shaking his head.

The plot is driven by the progressive breakdown of the Swedish doctor, caused not only by
the constant stupidity and lack of competence and ambition of his Danish colleagues but also by
specific events, partly a result of his own Swedish-ness. His gender neutrality policy results in
an operation on the wrong patient; he seeks formal written consent from a nurse to touch her
buttocks. Like the other leading characters, he dies violently. The hospital director is strangled
by one of the demons, and Dr. Pontoppidan dies in the freezer he is hiding in.

The series ends as it began, with a helicopter landing on the roof of the hospital. Von Trier,
the “boss of it all,” emerges and reveals he is the evil one himself, having invented and directed
the whole story. However, he provides a kindly and calming observation in his fifth and final
epilogue, reminding viewers that satire is both threatened and desperately needed: “Much of the
banter can never be completely eliminated. Between friends, we must tolerate a bite or two,
because the itch is uncomfortable but not dangerous.”

6.1.2. Satirical themes

Von Trier convincingly demonstrates that satire is possible in Denmark because the national
happiness imperative provides an ideal target. This satire is imbued with self-irony, as it is
directed towards Danes and their defining cultural symbol. The characters are deeply comic,
each exhibiting, as Zupanci¢ notes, a “passionate attachment [...] which sort of drags them
along” (Zupancic, 2008, p. 67) in a whirlwind or “serial continuation of gags” (Zupancic, 2008,
p. 65). For example, the Head of Administration, Dr. Kold, is fully absorbed in his passion for
playing solitaire; Dr. Pontoppidan is seized by his attachment to frozen peas; and Dr. Helmer,
the Swede, is possessed by his rage and craving for revenge on the Danes and their Kingdom.
Their obsessions lead to their “passionate detachment from all other institutional as well as
family bonds” and “extracts them from the world” (Zupanci¢, 2008, p. 68) and, one may add,
from their professional responsibilities.

It is the happiness imperative that seems to stop them from living up to their responsibility
as leaders at one of the country’s biggest institutions, as they use all means to comply with the
ensuing social pressures to avoid conflict, seek consensus, and maintain a syggelig ambiance.
More broadly, the foolish incompetence and buffoonish stupidity are a sharp critique not only
of “doctors and researchers and the country’s best minds” but also of the hospital system,
political decision-makers, and the public’s trust in scientists and leaders.

6.2. The Orchestra

The Orchestra consists of two seasons broadcast in 2022 and 2024 respectively, with 10
episodes each. It is set in another real workplace, the Copenhagen Concert Hall, an important
cultural institution. The characters in the drama are part of the artistic staff of musicians
performing in the concert hall, and the administrative staff who circulate in the corridors, offices,
cafes, and restaurants in the impressive building designed by the French architect, Jean Nouvel.
While the production company accurately describes the series as a “workplace drama set in and
around a symphony orchestra,” I do not agree with their characterisation of it as “tragi-
comical.”® Rather, I will argue that it contains features that allow it to be classified as satire,
albeit a distinctly Danish form of satire.

3 https://samproductions.dk/tv-series/the-orchestra/
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6.2.1. Plot and characters

We follow two jesters: Bo, the orchestra’s second clarinettist, who opens the scene alone in the
concert hall, grumbling and scolding his colleagues for being late; and Jesper, the newly
appointed administrative manager of the house and its musicians, who secretly admires the
performances from behind the scenes. They are both asking for trouble from the very start, Bo
with his brusque style of communication and antipathy towards his colleagues, and Jesper
through his timidity and deference to everyone above and below him in the hierarchy.

Jesper (also known as Jeppe) and Bo are close, although their friendship becomes strained
once a third figure enters the scene, namely the English first clarinettist Simon, whom they
regard as an intolerable fool because of the threat he represents to both. Simon successfully
courts Jeppe’s wife, while his position as the orchestra’s first clarinettist is coveted by Bo. When
Simon gets a position in Prague, Jeppe promises Bo he will promote him to first clarinettist, a
promise Jeppe cannot fulfil when Simon unexpectedly returns to the Danish orchestra. As a
manager, Jeppe should have the ability to solve this professional conflict, but as a weak, self-
effacing and conflict-avoidant Dane, he thoroughly fails.

Simon represents the personal traits that Bo and Jeppe, and most Danes, hate. He is
pompous, sycophantic, and smarmy, but also good-looking and successful with women. As the
union representative, he mediates between staff and management, with both of whom he openly
flirts. Despite their differences, Jeppe and Bo form a plot against this charming Brit, hoping to
scupper his various successes and preferably have him fired. This forms the engine of the story,
generating gag after gag, filled with comical scenes and memorable lines.*

The three male characters are up against an army of strong-willed and powerful women.
Jeppe’s boss Gertrud, the name of Hamlet’s mother, is a staunch and invincible woman who
watches monster truck shows on her computer and skips work to undergo cosmetic breast
augmentation. An occasion for the first #MeToo incident, though with swapped roles, as she
coaxes Jeppe to touch these breasts in the middle of the hallway, only to shout out in jest as if
he had molested her.

On the home front, Jeppe also faces female superiority in the form of his wife, Regitze, a
lawyer at the concert house. She has full control over all the company policies, and unwritten
rules that Jeppe stumbles over, leading him to feel cheated and deceived. Regitze has an
abnormally large thirst for red wine and little interest in her husband. Instead, she has a
suspiciously high number of appointments in the city and at work, where she begins an affair
with Simon, eventually leading to their marriage. Jeppe is also completely subjugated by their
daughter, whom he takes care of with good intentions when her mother is out.

Bo is dominated by his mother, who maintains a tight grip on him. They live together in a
household characterised by a strong Oedipal relationship, with the mother feeding, clothing, and
caring for her adult son, even while he bathes. She does not miss any opportunity to bolster his
overly positive self-image by telling him that he is a genius who deserves the position of first
clarinettist at all costs.

To these primary sources of female tyranny, the female musicians in the orchestra are
added, serving as muses and temptresses, luring men into sexual snares. Bo is easily enticed,
particularly by a sultry cellist who sensually and affectionately, in Bo’s eyes, spreads her long
legs around the cello. Then comes his fatal spontaneous remark, triggering a series of #MeToo
consequences. Looking intensely at her, he utters, “Do you ever play your cello naked?”” The
cellist herself takes no offence, but the incident is reported higher up in the organisation by
Simon, the union representative. It is decided that Bo will be fired unless he agrees to attend a
re-education course led by an occupational therapist in the form of group psychotherapy.

4 See Official trailer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DdKb_ZsZSdA
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The psychotherapeutic sessions pointedly satirise the bans and sanctions, which hit
suspected violators without legitimate cause. But the satire also targets the Danish happiness
imperative, which prefers to talk about problems instead of solving them. The group sessions
are led by a young female and, again, patronising occupational psychologist who drives Bo out
of his mind until he learns to speak her jargon, caricaturing her therapeutic lingo.

The widespread use of group meetings, another kind of campfire gathering, at all levels of
Danish society is also lampooned by scenes involving the school Jeppe’s daughter attends. Her
conflict with a classmate ends in a healing session in which the children and their parents are
forced to learn how to talk it over in order to regain a sense of happiness.

6.2.2. Satirical themes

This survey leaves us with two weak Danish men, the incompetent leader and the antagonistic
musician. Both are portrayed not only with ridicule but also with tenderness and compassion.
Their foolishness is contrasted by the successful but insufferable foreigner, the English
clarinettist. The humorous aspect of the series lies in how little the indomitable women they
confront have at stake compared to the men. In fact, the women possess the power to ensnare
the men, undermine their self-esteem, humiliate them, and even get them fired. All it takes is an
allegation of inappropriate behaviour, triggering an avalanche of #MeToo accusations, often
with severe consequences.

The series clearly falls into the comedy genre. All the actors exhibit distinct comical Danish
traits, often exaggerated into clownish personas. Jeppe is the hopelessly inept leader who just
wants to make everyone happy; Bo is still a child spoiled by his mother; and Simon is ridiculed
for his Anglo-Danish pronunciation, among others. They deliver their rapid-fire remarks with
confidence, resulting in a torrent of punchy one-liners.

However, the series also possesses satirical elements. It targets a recognisable cultural
institution, the concert hall, and addresses universally relatable human feelings often considered
taboo, such as professional envy, jealousy, and infidelity. Most importantly, it satirises the social
phenomenon of #MeToo, which was highly relevant at the time. At the time of broadcast,
#MeToo scandals were emerging across various sectors of Danish society, including political
parties, public media, courts, and cultural institutions. In real life, a sister institution of the
Copenhagen Concert Hall, the Danish National Girls’ Choir, located in the same building as the
Symphony Orchestra, was embroiled in a genuine #MeToo scandal, where girls and young
women had endured inappropriate behaviour from much older chief conductors and musicians.
The scandal was so significant that The Orchestra had to postpone its premiere for a year.

The comedy arises from the reversal of roles, or at least the power dynamics. Here, the
women are the strong figures, doing everything they can to ensnare the weak men. They employ
both sexual and professional traps, as well as playing the gender card. This is evident in the
control exerted in the therapy groups, with their ‘get-together-and-get-healed’ rhetoric, which is
heavily satirised. Sympathy clearly lies with the men, who, despite their flaws and
powerlessness, are objects of both ridicule and sympathy.

It is tempting to view the #MeToo movement as a social threat to the Danish happiness
imperative: how can employees, primarily women, who feel harassed by male superiors at their
workplaces maintain an appearance of happiness? Through comedy, The Orchestra addresses
this question in a light-hearted manner, which nonetheless carries a certain moral weight. For
men, the message is “stand up,” be a man, and do not shy away from addressing and resolving
conflicts. For women, the underlying message is “stop playing the victim gender card” and cease
taking flirting as an insult.
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6.3. Other people’s money

Andre Folks Penge [Other People’s Money] (2025) is a co-production between Danmarks Radio
(DR) and Germany’s Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen (ZDF). It dramatises a real tax refund fraud
scandal which took place between 2012 and 2015 and cost Denmark approximately 1.6 billion
euros, Germany approximately 31.7 billion euros, and Belgium, France, and Italy approximately
22 billion euros each. The series is based on novels and articles that scrutinised the intricacies
of the scandal.’

6.3.1. Plot and characters

The series alternates between a Danish and a German narrative, focusing on the tax refund fraud
known as the CumEx scandal. It features the main characters involved in the fraud, depicting
the villains and truly nefarious figures as the initiators of the fraud, swindlers, and dealers who
exploit loopholes in the tax system. Incompetent national tax authorities and officials, in
collusion with political and official institutions, ministries, politicians, the judicial system,
prosecutors, courts, judges, lawyers, banks, pension funds, and high-ranking civil servants, also
turn a blind eye. However, there are good guys: the civil servants on the ground who desperately
attempt to draw attention to the fraud, but in vain and at great personal cost. Also portrayed as
heroes are the investigative journalists who diligently dig deep and help uncover the fraud.

The series begins with a ridiculous scene in which a naked man masturbates on top of the
hood of his million-dollar luxury car. Simultaneously, a running text announces, “The story is
fictional but inspired by real events. Unfortunately,” adding to the absurdity of the opening
image. The film is eerily realistic, with easily recognisable individuals, institutions, events, and
places, to the point that one might reasonably wonder what is fact and what is fiction given the
outlandishness of the crime. One may also ask why Danish and German broadcasters chose to
co-produce a fictionalised and highly artistic version of the case instead of a straightforward
documentary. The satirical tone of Other People’s Money, however, allows the broadcasters to
engage in heightened levels of criticism which emerges as the most obvious and striking element
of the televisual undertaking.

There is humour, but it is more subtle compared to the other two series. The comic, as an
abstract category, emerges chiefly from the grotesqueness of the case itself. The fraud is
obvious. The ‘little people’ and the ‘little’ fraudsters pay the price. The ‘big people’ in the higher
echelons of society go free. Mercifully, there are many scenes where we ‘little people’ can laugh
at the ‘big people.” For example, there is a moment when a subordinate German prosecutor
confronts bank executives and interest groups about their involvement in criminal activities.
There is satisfaction when the underdog surprises and outsmarts the powerful, reminiscent of
David and Goliath. However, the emotions are complex. We feel righteous anger, relief,
schadenfreude, and a sense of ultimate victory. There is a hint of superiority in the humour.

The comedic element is also evident in the stark contrast between the vast sums of money
the fraudsters embezzle and the ludicrous luxuries they indulge in. These include extravagant
cars with hoods so large that one could lie down on them, loudspeakers priced at 999,999 euros
each, properties and mansions in Africa with okapi on the barbecue and prostitutes at their beck
and call, among other excesses. Ultimately, there is a complete incongruity as the posh and
pricey confiscated items are handled with casual indifference by cleaning staft.

5 For a short trailer for the series, depicting how “A criminal network of wealthy investors, bankers and
lawyers orchestrated EUR146B tax fraud scheme across Europe, becoming the continent’s largest financial heist
from taxpayers,” see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K5FuOsGOc4M
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While the humour described above fits into the universal sense of comedy, there are also
more distinctly Danish episodes that elicit laughter. Most of these revolve around the
subordinate Danish employee, Niels Jensen, who is shy, credulous, and subdued. Encouraged
naively by his drinking buddy, he sets up a scam to extract refund money from the Danish tax
agency, SKAT, mirroring the actions of other tax fraudsters whose applications he has
meticulously signed.

Jensen’s plan is hopelessly misguided, involving tax authorities in a distant country that has
none, as well as a one-man pension fund, which raises suspicion among his superiors at the
agency. His botched criminal attempts carry a uniquely Danish flavour, reminiscent of Egon
Olsen, the head of the popular Danish folk-comedy Olsen Banden [The Olsen Gang]. In film
after film, 14 over 30 years, from 1968 to 1998, Olsen good-naturedly devises countless heists
that always fail. He inevitably ends up in prison, only to be released in the next film with another
brilliantly misguided plan. Although Jensen’s fate in Other People’s Money is tragic and unjust,
the humour of the Olsen Gang influences our perception of his actions, leading us to both laugh
and cry.

The same applies to Jensen’s love story with a young, attractive Serbian woman. It begins
in the style of a romantic comedy, featuring awkward attempts at seduction that seem destined
to fail, but ultimately blossoms into a beautiful and believable love affair, complete with
touching scenes of eroticism and fidelity amid their struggles. Just when the audience feels a
sense of relief, we are confronted by the Danish immigration authorities, who demand an
outrageously high sum of money for a Danish spouse to keep his foreign wife in Denmark.
Consequently, the couple is forced to relocate to Sweden and purchase an expensive apartment
in Malmo, which drives Jensen to commit fraud.

Traits of Danish folk comedy are also present in the Danish tax director and his newly hired
female head of digitisation, both portrayed by Danish actors known for their comedic roles.
They deftly erase all traces of the crimes, ensuring the destruction of the tax authorities’
extensive archive, including documentation of the fraud, before it can be properly digitised.
Again, there is humour tinged with a bittersweet quality.

6.3.2. Satirical themes

The tax authorities’ management is portrayed as incompetent, foolish, arrogant, and deferential
to politicians. The head of SKAT turns a blind eye to obvious criminal attacks on the treasury
and refuses to consider the possibility of fraud committed by foreign banks, law firms, and bogus
companies, such as one-man pension funds. When employees on the floor discover the fraud,
they are unable to draw attention to it due to a lack of responsiveness and outright resistance
from their superiors.

Throughout the story, attacks are directed at lawyers and bankers, including long-standing
respected Swiss banks and highly esteemed law firms, which manage to continue the fraud
despite warnings. Additionally, leaders and professionals in the financial world and politicians,
such as the Danish Minister of Taxation, are portrayed as fools who cannot, or will not, see what
anyone with half an eye can discern because they fear antagonising higher powers such as the
banking sector and financial institutions.

The depiction of how the assumed guardians of the rule of law, lawyers and trusted leaders
in the financial world, carry out fraud on an unimaginable scale shows that, although they know
they are breaking the law, they justify their actions with shrewd and artful interpretations of the
tax laws in various countries.

Critique and disapproval are also directed at the tax authorities’ attempts to cut costs by
reducing staff and relocating to spartan premises on the outskirts of the capital, measures that
hindered investigations. These so-called savings ultimately cost the Danish state and law-
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abiding tax-paying citizens dearly. This represents a striking display of stupidity, naivety,
inadequate knowledge, lack of oversight, and caution, problems equally evident in the
implementation of a large IT project initiated by politicians together with IT professionals and
advisers. Overall, the staff reductions, relocation, and a failed IT project culminated in the
biggest tax disaster in Danish history, as the dividend fraud was cleverly targeted at the
weakened tax authorities.

Other examples of satire include a Danish expatriate tax employee who successfully worked
as a tax adviser in Bhutan. Upon her return to the Danish tax ministry, she immediately spots
what everyone at SKAT should have seen long ago. One senses a reference here to the role of
the small child in Hans Christian Andersen’s folktale The Emperor’s New Clothes. Elsewhere,
an employee ‘on the floor’ is tempted, because of unfair treatment, to carry out a scam identical
to that of the big criminals and receives an unprecedentedly harsh punishment for doing so.

When comparing the balance of criticism and humour in Other People’s Money to the other
two series, it is clear that criticism takes precedence here. The humorous incidents primarily
serve to amplify the impact of the criticism, engaging law-abiding and tax-paying citizens who
inevitably sympathise with the ‘small’ individuals involved, perceiving them, and themselves,
as the true victims. This approach may also prompt a reconsideration of their unwavering trust
in the Danish tax system and societal structure. Indeed, beneath the sharp criticism of the tax
authorities, there is also a satire of the Danes’ social norm of happiness, their blind and
sometimes exaggerated trust in others, and their wider trust in the system itself. This satire of
the victims has a different, more friendly and good-natured tone, framed through scenes shaped
by Danish folk comedy.

It appears that Danish and German broadcasters opted to co-produce a satirical
interpretation of the case rather than a straightforward documentary because it would have
greater moral weight and impact. Their cleverly satirical approach effectively highlights the
absurdities of the fraud case, rather than attempting to unravel its intricate, convoluted, and hard-
to-believe sequence of actions and dealings, which would be too complex for compelling
entertainment and proper political action.

7. Conclusion

The analysis has focused on the Danish master-signifier of the happiness imperative, and the
derived moralities of conflict avoidance and trust. These are powerfully satirised in the three
television shows: in The Kingdom Exodus, through the foolishness of doctors and administrators
“dragged along” by their “passionate attachment”; In The Orchestra, through the ridicule of two
male jesters by their female colleagues, bosses, and subordinates; and in Other People’s Money,
through the utter incompetence of SKAT, featuring naive or crooked administrators and
politicians tricked by shrewd swindlers.

The workplace dramas are all engendered by and target the Danish happiness imperative.
Their main characters, all incompetent leaders, are, however, depicted in different tones and
modes. The stupidity and incapacity of doctors and administrators at the national hospital in The
Kingdom Exodus are wildly exaggerated with great artistry and creativity by von Trier; the meek
submissiveness and conflict avoidance of the male administrator in The Orchestra are treated
with folk comedy and a certain indulgence and sympathy, while the total neglect and arrogant
disregard exhibited by SKAT in Other People’s Money is subjected to harsh criticism and well-
grounded indignation in the Danish-German co-production.

The theoretical framework has helped to reveal different facets of Danish satire, including
the role of the Id and the Other, as well as the therapeutic and political functions. The It/Id is
evident in The Kingdom Exodus, particularly among the conflict-avoiding administrators on the

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org

53



The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2)

upper floor; but even more subtly, it is present underground among the dead and spirits, who
serve as symbols of the subconscious. The It/Id is also recognisable in The Orchestra, albeit in
a folk comedy register, which intertwines workplace settings with everyday private life
situations and emotions such as friendship, marriage, adultery, jealousy, mother-infant bonding,
and so on, that seem to govern each subject beyond their Ego. And it is certainly present in
Other People’s Money, as the naive trust of the Ego’s (taxpayer’s) investment in the Other
(taxation).

The therapeutic aspect is obvious in The Orchestra with its satire directed at the then very
topical social, moral, and legal problem, the #MeToo movement, which threatened to develop
into a war of the sexes in Denmark, as in other countries. By reversing the roles, aggressive
women versus weak, submissive men, and portraying both parties with good-natured humour
and traits from Danish folk comedy, the series had a clear soothing and curative function in a
country which, in Declercq’s words (2021, pp. 1-2), threatened to be “sick beyond full
recovery.”

The therapeutic function is also present in 7he Kingdom Exodus, though more ingeniously.
The continuously hilarious scenes staging incompetent administrators, doctors, scientists, and
staff certainly permit us, with Heffding’s words (1916, quoted in Lundquist & Dyrbye, 2023,
pp. 85-86), to “maintain a distance between our fragile self (i.e., as patients) and the harsh
pressures of reality (i.e., the (mal)functioning of the health system).”

The political function is dominant in Other People’s Money, which aligns with Fox’s (Fox,
2023) perspective of satire as political action. The series contributes to public ridicule of the tax
authorities, uniting Danish taxpayers in justified indignation and collective condemnation of
those responsible. In real life, however, no effective political action or tangible legal sanction
was taken against them, except for the minor criminal who received a heavy penalty for his
relatively minor theft. Most of the larger offenders escaped punishment, with the most
significant case concluding in October 2025, when the High Court in London acquitted a notable
figure while SKAT suffered a stinging defeat in the dividend case, accompanied by a strong
rebuke from the British judge, “The system was created to be exploited.” The then tax minister
expressed disappointment at the outcome. However, during a debate following the Danish
satirical theatre performance The Sanjay Shah Shitshow®, which centered on the tax fraud
scandal, he acknowledged that no legal measures had yet been implemented to prevent SKAT
from being deceived again.

At a more general level, the idea of humour socialisation has provided a basis for relating
people’s general attitude to humour to the society they live in and the language they are
socialised in. This has been shown to be relevant for the analysis of humour and happiness in
Danish society, portrayed as a campfire gathering fuelled by linguistic markers of complicity
and connivance; social and linguistic factors which induce a sense of belonging and facilitate
and support a socio-moral norm of happiness, maybe even, with Zupancic¢’s term, a “bio-
morality” of happiness (Zupanci¢, 2008, pp. 2-3).

I hope that the analysis above has brought out that Danish satire, in its main forms of irony
and selvironi can be seen as a mocking antidote to the ruling happiness imperative, and to the
exaggerated, naive, and unchallenged trust in leaders, experts, and authorities and in the system
in general.

¢ Danish satire and docudrama produced by Off Off/Produktion, featuring Ina-Miriam Rosenbaum. See Ina-
Miriam Rosenbaum, https://inamiriam-rosenbaum.squarespace.com/
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