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CHRISTEN MIKKELSEN KOLD

(1816-702)
Jens Bjerg”

Around the middle of last century, Christen Mikkelsen Kold gave the Danish free school and the
Danish folk high school the form they have today. Kold's life and work must be seen againgt the
background of N.F.S. Grundtvig's revolutionary ideas about new ways of educating people and the
need for general reforms of the Danish education system at the time.®

Christen Kold was born at Thisted in north Jutland in 1816. At the age of 11 he was put to
work as a shoemaker's gpprentice in his father's shop. As he showed little or no aptitude for the
trade, it was decided that he should become a teacher. Having served as a tutor on an edtate, he
was admitted to ateachers training college in 1834 and graduated two years later.

Even though he wrote practically nothing about pedagogica princi pleﬁ4 Kold's influence
was enormous. So much so that he is surrounded by an dmost myth-like aura today. However, in
order to understand the origindlity of Kold's idess, they must be placed in the broader context of
Danish culture and society in the early nineteenth century.

The revivalist movement

The distinctive features of Kold's pedagogy can be traced back to his conversion and revolt against
the preachings of the established church. For ‘awakened” souls like Kold the immaculate
conception of Christ, his descent into Hell and ascension to Heaven were red events. Damnation
and Hell were concrete and inevitable destinies for those who did not see the light in time. Baptism
and Communion were actua meetings with God. Heaven was a red place, a safe haven for the
awakened. In Kold's view such matters could not, and should not, be reduced to symbolic
representations of the struggle between good and evil, as the established church would have it.
Later in life’ Kold referred specifically to his awakening in 1834 as the source of his ideas about
education:

Earlier, | thought God was a policeman, agtrict schoolmaster, who watched over us and gave us a good box on the ear
when we were bad. Now | redlized that God loved both humanity and me, and | had this feding that | too loved
mankind - and to alesser extent mysdlf - and | felt joy because God loved me. | have never experienced anything like
the life, the joy, the strength and power that suddenly arose in me. | was so happy about that discovery that | did not
know which leg to stand on. | sought out my good friends in town and told them the wondrous news. | hardly knew
what | vg/as saying, but | managed to convey to them that God loved me and the whole of mankind despite our being
sinners.

The fact that his friends thought him out of his mind was to Kold further proof of the authenticity
of his experience, the early Chrigtians having been treated in the same way:

| saw how the power of the word could make hearts happy. It was the second time this redlization dawned on me, the
first being when my mother imbued me with that feding. It soon became clear to me that God had given my words
such power or put such words in my mouth that | could do the same. | made up my mind that very moment that this
should be my business in life. | was not going to quit the teachers' training college. | would endure it, but my main



task in the world would be to make hearts happy with the message that, athough we were sinners, God loved us
through his son, Jesus Christ.”

The two passages are characterigtic of Kold's style. He would use examples from his own life to
encourage people or to enlighten them. Usudly, it is the edifying tale about how to achieve one's
godsin lifewithout failing in one' s obligations to oneself and to others.

In 1825 Grundtvig had started his crusade againgt the established church by maintaining
that Christian dogma about the conception, death and resurrection of Christ were contrary to
reason. The crucia point was a question of faith, not of reason. Christianity, in Grundtvig's view,
was incompatible with the kind of enlightened reasoning and rationality preached by the established
church. Reason could never be the source of a Chrigtian mordlity, just as faith could never be a
derivative of biblical exegess. The foundations of Christianity were the Apostles’ Creed, faith in the
Holy Trinity and the renunciation of the Devil and dl his works. A true Chrigtian, Grundtvig
clamed, need only follow these smple precepts to prove his sincerity. Sophisticated and hair-
gplitting biblical exegesis was not only superfluous, but harmful. Grundtvig's writings had an
immense influence on people’s view both of church and school. To some extent, the religious
fundamentdists agreed with him, athough they did not abandon the idea of the Scriptures as the
basic source of inspiration for the church.

At the age of 19 Kold had been introduced to all of these issues by teachersin his college
and by reviva preachers who travelled round the country. The following year he graduated as a
teacher, but had difficulty in finding employment as he refused as a matter of principle to use the
obligatory textbook in religious ingruction. He gained some support for his postion from
Grundtvigean clergymen, but in redlity he was blacklisted and debarred from teaching in public
schoolsfor therest of hislife.

Grundtvig, Kold and the Danish school about 1830

Kold set about propagating his cause. Ordly and in writing he argued againgt the use of
compulsory textbooks and rote learning in Danish schools. Education in public schools was based
on the Education Act of 1814, which did away with the widespread education of children in their
homes, stipulating as it did that public schooling was compulsory - at least for the children of the
populace. Till then parents had been free to use children to work on the farm, in aworkshop or in
trade as they saw fit, and they were equaly free to give them the instruction that they thought
necessary. Kold sympathized with the underlying principle of this State of affairs his idea of a
school was one that, above al, complied with parenta wishes. A school should teach things to
children that were in accordance with their parents Chrigtian faith and particular way of life. So
when for brief periods of time Kold managed to land a job as a teacher in a public school, he
steadfastly refused to follow the regulations laid down by clergymen, who functioned as the officia
board of contral. In Kold's view, children were not to be taught to read and write until they were
able fully to understand what they were reading or writing about. Instead, they were to be taught
biblical history and history. Nor should they be confined to a classroom. The teacher should arrange
outings and excursions and use these opportunities to give children relevant information. At the
same time, children should be free to tell the teacher anything that crossed their minds. For Kold all
education was centred round the act of narration: everybody has something to tell which is worth
while listening to. Imaginative play with redity and the telling of stories are indispensable to the
activity of learning, which is why children should be alowed to remain children for as long as
possible and be given afree hand to fantasize and play.

An idea which immediately suggests itself is that Kold was familiar with the thinking of
Pestdozzi. Even if Kold nowhere refers directly to him, it isafact that Gerhard Peter Brammer, the
principa of the teachers training college that Kold attended, was much influenced by Pestalozzi. In
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his ‘ Lecture on the Centenary of Heinrich Pestalozzi, 12 January 1846', Brammer said that in dl his
pedagogica work the image of Pestalozzi had constantly been present, sometimes as instruction, at
other times as elevation and now and then as humiliation. It is true, Brammer continued, that the
image of Pestalozzi was marked by deep shadows, but he would be remembered dways for hislove
of children and his sympathy for the poor. For him teachers should not be *soulless censors, but
bearers of the ‘living word'. Education was a matter of ora presentation, and private schools were
infinitely preferable to public schools. Incidentally, Pestalozzi was required reading in Danish
teacher training colleges a the time.”

Such ideas stood in sharp contrast to the dominant enlightenment ideology of the Danish
church and school. The clerica view was that rote learning was the centra element in the education
of a child and that the measure of successful education was how much pupils had learnt by heart.
Kold was an indtinctive follower of Grundtvig in his crusade againg the rationdist ideology of
church and school, and from persona experience he was convinced that Grundtvig was right in
stressing the importance of narration and diadogue in any educationa process. The single most
important eement in Grundtvig's falling out with church and school was the issue of whether faith
should be grounded in the reading of books or based on persona experience. For Grundtvig it
seemed obvious that if reading became the crucid factor, lay people and the populace a large
would have to submit to the clergy and the professona classes, whose judgement was at best
doubtful. This anti-authoritarian attitude appealed immensdly to Kold.

In a broader context, Kold's ideas, as they were articulated between 1835 and 1870, fell
into a hiatus between an autocratic ancien régime and the beginnings of a bourgeois society that
opened up vistas of socia mobility and individua liberty. Kold' s ideas had an immediate apped for
many farmers and peasants, who were struggling to gain economic and, above al, palitica
influence. Though numerically impressive, they were badly organized and had little political clout.
The main reason for the success of Kold's ideas is to be found in the convergence of Grundtvig's
and his own ideas combined with a widespread animosty, especidly in rurd aress, towards the
Egtablishment in dl itsforms.

The national awakening

In the spring of 1838 Kold took up ajob as a private tutor in North Schleswig after he had once
again been denied a teaching post a a public school. Partly as a result of his own and partly as a
result of the efforts of the Reverend Ludvig Daniel Hass (1808-81), an supporter of Grundtvig,
Kold became a potent symbol for the struggle between rote learning and Grundtvig's ‘living word',
even though Kold himself never thought of himself asafully committed Grundtvigean.

The following year, as a direct result of the growing tenson between Denmark and
Germany over the border between the two countries, Kold started a series of meetings with the
declared intent of setting in motion a popular and national awakening. The main fare of each
meeting was the retelling of Danish historica romances for young people fashioned in such a way
as to make possible aworldly (national) awakening, in the same way as he himsdlf as a young man
had experienced a religious awakening. As far as the education of children was concerned, he was
quite explicit about this mixture of secular and religious motives in so far as his am was ‘to
enlighten them and imbue them with such a desire, energy and vigour as to make them believe in
the love of God and the happiness of Denmark, and to make them work for this end to the best of
one’smodest ahilities.’”

Kold was now convinced that children could learn anything if teaching took the form of
narration instead of the reading of books. In his own work as atutor he concentrated exclusively on
ord narrative and gave up rote learning in al its forms. And, more importantly, he was now sure
that his misson in life was to work as a teacher, both for children and adults. This was his destiny,
inspired partly by Grundtvig and partly by his own religious awakening.
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However, he was ill kept out of the public schools. Frustrated and unhappy, Kold
eventualy accepted an offer from Hass in the autumn of 1841 to accompany him on a missonary
trip to Turkey.

Hass and his family settled in Smyrna. Kold had expected to work together with the priest,
but in this he was disappointed. His job was to wait on the family, which he did until he managed to
set himsalf up as a bookbinder. He stayed in Turkey for five years. When he decided to return to
Denmark, he sailed first from Smyrna to Trieste in Itay. There he bought a push-cart for his
belongings and proceeded to walk on foot the 700 miles to Denmark. During his stay in Turkey he
had managed to save up money which he was determined should be used to gtart his own free
school.

The establishment of free schools and their pedagogy

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, pedagogica thinking was heavily influenced by the
philosophy of the Enlightenment. Key figures were Rousseau, Basedow and Kant, who based a
sevies of lectures on the education of children in 1776/77 on Basedow’ s Elementarwerk, published
two years earlier. According to Basedow, children were to be trested as children, not as small
adults, and school work should be a matter of bringing out the best in young inquiring minds
through play and imaginative exercises. The Danish Education Act of 1814 had been inspired by
such ideas. However, the established church saw to it that a rigid framework of compulsory
measures and regulations accompanied the Act, above dl in the shape of rote learning and the
learning of the catechism by heart. Another reason why the Act could not live up to its enlightened
ideals was that the national finances were in disorder and teacher training was of mediocre quality.

To Kold the philosophy of the Enlightenment was a disastrous step backwards. He was
convinced that in the long run it would lead to the dissolution of the Danish nation State, as it
ignored the past and the specific cultural norms and common efforts and dreams that made up the
nationd identity. The conflict with Germany over Schleswig-Holstein in 1848 and again in 1864
seemed to Kold a stroke of good fortune in that it brought about a nationa awakening and kindled
the sense of a Danish nationa identity.

In the 1830s Grundtvig had consistently tried to work out plans for a new type of schoadl,
which resulted in the publication, in 1836, of the Danish Foursome, and, in 1838, of his School for
Life and the Academy in Soer. His ideas were clearly spelt out: he wanted a new type of school and
university for young people of dl classes to take the place of the classcd Latin schools and the
university, which were the domains of a privileged dite.

Kold did not see things in the accepted way. His immediate concern was the establishment
of schools for the children of ordinary people, especidly in rura regions. The children of the poor
would attend these schools from the age of 7 to the age of 14. Whether or not they retained their
origind socid datus afterwards was not of the dightest importance to Kold. The important thing
was that, through the spoken word, these children would become enlightened and awakened in the
same way as he himsdf had been. Thiswas afar cry from the philosophica ideas that had inspired
the Education Act of 1814 and his programme had little in common with Grundtvig's School for
Life and the Academy in Soer. The centrd point for Kold was the enlightenment—in a
religious/national sense - of children. The main obstacle to the achievement of that god, as he saw
it, was the emphasis on rote learning in schools, and so he started to experiment.

In the morning | started right away by telling the children a piece of hiblica history, which they loved to hear.
However, the problem was whether they would be able to remember it once they were called on to do so at their
confirmation or at an exam. So for afortnight | told them the story about Joseph, which to me seemed the best place
to start. Then | sat out to check whether the children could remember the story, and much to my surprise they were
able to repest it word for word the way they had heard it from me. Children have this strange ability that they can



repeat things that they have heard word for word, and once one gets to know children, it is easy to understand why.
We adults cannot do the same thing because in admitting what we hear into our hearts, we cannot but refashion it a
little bit according to our own heart before we pass it on. But when children admit something into their hearts, they
pass it on in the very same form in which they have heard it. | reflected on this and saw that now we had found the
method to teach all Danish children and the best means to recreate Denmark such as it once was. ™

On November 1, 1849, Kold took up ajob a Rydinge in Funen as a private tutor in the household
of the Reverend Vilhelm Birkedal (1809-92), a keen supporter of Grundtvig's ideas. Most of his
pare time was spent making plans for the private school he was determined to set up. Birkeda
supported him actively and saw to it that he was given financid aid by people who for one reason
or another were critica of public school education. Kold also gpplied for and obtained a State grant
for his project.

On 1 November 1851, Kold's school at Rydinge started with ten students between 15 and
20 years of age. Kold and a friend, Anders Christian Poulsen Da (1826-99), were to teach the
young men for two winter terms, that is each year from 1 November until 1 April. Kold and
Poulsen Dd lived under the same conditions as their sudents, ate the same food as they did and
dept besde them at night in the loft above the classroom. Some ten years later, a Swedish visitor to
Kold' sfolk high school at Dalum described the man and his teaching in these terms:

People had talked to me about the eccentricity of the man, but | wasn't redlly sure what kind of a person | was going
to meet. In front of me stood a middle-aged man with fine, clear-cut festures dressed like afarmer in a homespun coat
and with alittle cap on his head. [...] And then he started hislecture. The students were sitting in acircle around him
like intimate friends, and he began to tell them how a mysterious force that would not leave him alone had driven him
to carry out his plans. His mind had warned him in vain of the debts he would incur. His spirit had insisted with equal
force: You must! The funds will be found as they are needed. And this had come to pass. [...] Herdlaed dl thisin a
smple and straightforward manner, without the least trace of pompousness and with frequent references to things and
conditions that were familiar to his audience - dl in order to give them confidence and courage in their efforts to
reach for higher things. Again and again there were ingtructive examples from the Bible. One could fed and sense his
conviction that he had received a specid calling, and this conviction communicated itsalf to his gpprentices. It was
just alittle bit overwrought. Be that as it may, it had none of the morbid exaggeration so characterigtic of the truly
sdf-absorbed. It was more like the spark from a holy flame found in all powerful characters who have contributed to
the betterment of the world. Except for the strongly felt presence of Kold's personality there is nothing in the school
that makes it different from other Grundtvigean schools or folk high schools in genera. There are the same relaxed
teaching methods, the same lack of compulsory homework, self-instruction through the reading of first-rate authors,
essay-writing and, finally, a fresh and vigorous song.™*

Kold himsdalf wanted his students to think of their experience in the following way:

We are a group of young farm lads, who are staying for some months at the home of Christen Mikkelsen Kold, a
farmer in Hjalelse. We lend him a helping hand in his work, we have conversations insgde and outside, we listen to
talks, we improve our writing, arithmetic and such things, and when those months are over, we go each his own way,
resume our usua tasks and are the same plain farm lads as we were before.

Kold ingsted that a school ought to resemble the pupils home as much as possible in order that
they might fed receptive and relaxed. The classroom, for instance, should look like an ordinary
living room. This, however, did not imply that the bringing-up of children was in any way the
responsbility of the school, let done the State. Parents alone were responsible for the upbringing of
their children, and the task of the free schools was to emulate the kind of education and training
that used to take place a home before the Education Act of 1814. This became part of the officia
programme when, in the spring of 1852, Kold and Poulsen Dd set up the first free school for
children in the small village of Daby, a the same time as their high school for young men was
moved from Rydinge to Daum.



The last and biggest school that Kold built was a high school a Daum near Odense, which
was opened on 1 November 1862 with an intake of fifty-eight students, al of them mae. The
following year eighteen young women were admitted to the school. Here Kold spent hislast years.
In 1866 he married Ane Kirstine Jacobsen and became the father of two daughters. He died on 6
April 1870, aged 54.

From around 1850, when he set up hisfirst school, until afew years before his death, Kold
had constant economic problems. He received help from sympathizers, but it was only after he had
settled a Dalum that he managed to repay dl his debts as the schools became economicaly viable,
He aso had dtercations with principas of other emerging high schools, whose teaching methods
differed from his *Chrigtian, historical and poetic’ pedagogy. Kold's aim was adways to enlighten,
encourage and awaken while the programmes of other schools were more in accordance with
Grundtvig's idea of enlightened instruction through the spoken word. Also, Kold's overwheming
personality reduced his fellow teachers to little more than stand-ins, which was one reason why the
high school at Dalum closed only afew years after his death.

Kold was a man of the people who remained loyd to his socid origins. His ambition in life
was to create a school of and for the children and youngsters of the lower classes. Asit turned out,
it attracted pupils mainly from better-off farming communities and never managed to gain any kind
of foothold among the growing industrial workforce in the cities. That set the limits to Kold's
achievement. At the same time, it goes some way towards explaining the endurance and success of
his idess. The fact that the free schools and, at a later stage, the folk high schools managed to
establish themselves as an integral part of, and yet as an dternative to, the established education
system was to alarge extent due to Kold's personal efforts and zeal .

Kold’s pedagogical theory™

All pedagogica theory is based on a number of assumptions about human nature and the meaning
of life. Many of Kold's talks are attempts at making these assumptions explicit. In his view human
beings were governed by two basic emotions: that of Christianity and that of the people or the
nation. These emotions condtitute the basic socid make-up of any individuad. Only through a
smultaneous recognition of these emotions can the individud arive a an understanding of ‘the
true conditions of life', as he put it. To Kold such an understanding was a precondition for the life
of the individud and the surviva of the people and the nation. The individua must have an
awareness of its origins, its destiny in life and ultimate fate once its existence on earth comes to an
end. Otherwise he/she will be unable to live a meaningful life and fulfil higher destiny. The
prerequisites, according to Kold, are Chrigtianity and history. Chrigtianity provides man with
answers to such fundamenta questions as the creation of the Universe, the fal of man and the road
to salvation and, consequently, reved s the tasks that confront the individual and the community, the
people and the nation that he or sheis part of. History traces the long journey of the nation and the
people, demonstrates how mistakes were made, rectified, and people and communities spurred on
to new efforts. The philosophy of the Enlightenment in its Danish verson was to Kold's mind one
of those mistakes that would lead to new insghts and a change in national consciousness.

To Kold inteligence and professona knowledge were inferior to the power of the
imagination and empathy - the ability to transcend the given and combine ements of redlity in new
ways. Imagination and empathy were the driving forces behind associative and combinatory
processes. As such they were clearly distinct from what he called emotion, which was the source of
exigentia choice and commitment to a cause. Imagination and empathy were primordia qualities,
intelligence came later. The purpose of the human capacity for understanding was for man to
perceive the ‘true conditions of life’. The crucia point in Kold's view was that cognition of this sort
could not be achieved by rational means. It was to be found in particular forms of narrative—
biblica or historicad—and could only be arrived at through an imaginative effort. Consequently, the
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source of cognition would have to be ‘the spoken word' —the ora narrative, the heartfelt con-

versation—and not denotative or rational types of discourse. The individua seeking the truth was

by definition serious and enthusiastic—or as Kold himsdf put it *enlightened —and enlightenment
was a necessary precondition for a change of direction in people' slives.

So hiblica history, Nordic mythology and Danish history became core subjects in Kold's
schools and the mode of teaching was predominantly ora narration. Since a child has only alimited
stock of experience to draw on, Kold argued, ‘it is the duty of the school to place it right in the
middle of events by means of the powers of the imagination so that he can get a clear notion of the
race he is part of and gather the experiences necessary for the continued life of the race’™ This
quotation is from the only pedagogica pamphlet Kold ever wrote. Incidentally, it was not published
in hislifetime, but only in 1877. In the following paragraphs we shall take a closer ook at thislittle
treatise.

In Denmark there is a current debate over the aims and purposes of primary education.”
The present Act dates from 1975. It is based on athree-fold divison of the school’saims:

1 In co-operation with the home, the school should ensure that pupils are given the
opportunity to acquire knowledge, skills, working methods and forms of expression that
may contribute to the individua’ s all-round devel opment.

2. In dl its activities, the school should seek to create such opportunities for experience and
personal activity as will increase the pupil’s desire to learn, to exercise the imagination and
train the ability to assess, gppraise and reach independent judgements.

3. The school should prepare the pupils for active participation in a democratic society and a
shared respongibility for the carrying out of common tasks. Ingtruction and everyday lifein
school must be based on intellectua and spiritud liberty and democracy.

In 1850 Kold reflected on the purposes of primary education and wrote:

It would be foolish of me to deny that a government may not have good reasons to want the population to be well-
informed; any father would want the same for his own children; but not knowledge which is dead. Education, says
professor Sibbern, is more than ingtruction [in dead knowledge] and goes on: How many people do we not see who
are well-read, proficient and in possession of fine skills, but in whom these things do not appear as the basis of their
exigence. They have not become flesh of their flesh, blood of their blood. They possess them, but they have not
acquired them. And more than both instruction [in knowledge] and education, is refinement of the spirit. One wants
to see one's children well-ingtructed; one wants more; one wants them to be educated; but ought one not to wish for
even more? Ought one not to wish to see them moving along fredy and sprightly in life with open minds and
brimming with certain fundamental ideas and interests, which might infuse all that has been ingtilled into them by
instruction and al that they have acquired through education, and make it bear on fine and hedthy lives so that al
will not stagnate in them? *’

Drawing on Sibbern, Kold here defines primary education as a mixture of ingruction, education
and refinement of the spirit. The three concepts reappear in the present Primary Education Act
athough in a different order and under other names: the first paragraph talks about instruction, the
second about the refinement of the spirit, and the third about education.

To Kold it seemed self-evident that there must be a diaectic between the three concepts.
The refinement of the spirit was the ultimate goa at the same time as it was the precondition for
and most efficient means of bringing to fruition the processes of ingtruction and educeation. He was
convinced that if he succeeded in awakening the spirit, instruction and education would follow of
themsalves. The awakening was both an end and ameansin his pedagogical thinking, and the three
processes of ingruction, education and refinement of the spirit would ideally grow out of the same
teaching method.

Kold's reflections on children’'s needs and &bilities led him to conclude that, as far as
ingtruction was concerned, ‘content must take priority over form, the inward over the outward.
One must have something to write about before one learns to write. One must have a desire for



knowledge before one learns to read, in order not to take appearance for redity, the means for the
end and the sign for the thing.”*® Another important principle was that children should not be taught
skills and given knowledge until they themsalves understood the reasons why and could see ‘the
necessity of the information given to them, in that they can gpply it immediately, be it for business
or for pleasure’™ Skills and instruction that could not be put to immediate use he called dead
knowledge, ‘fase and illusory opinions that have no bearing on peopl€e’s thoughts, et done their
lives'*® Homework, exams, the catechizing and grilling of pupils in the classroom were necessary
only in connection with the checking of dead knowledge, Kold said, which was why there was no
need for them in his schools.

The widespread criticism of the public schools and their teaching methods resulted in a new
Primary School Act in 1855. For the free schools the most important provison was the right for
parents to decide for themsalves the kind of instruction that they wanted for their children. The
immediate result was a growing number of pupils in the free schools and more freedom for the
teachers to practise the method of ora narration. Through the spoken word (Grundtvig wrote),
‘which is the naturd way, formed and made available to us by the Creator, through the ear to the
heart, in contrast to the artificial way of writing, children shall become aware of their own existence
by hearing about their ancestors’ lives.” At first they may not grasp the connection, but only find it
amusing. Later they will be able to see more deeply.

To Grundtvig ‘the living word’ was a unity of something sensual and etheredl. As a grateful
recipient of God's love and mercy, he was more than willing to talk about sensudity. For Kold it
was almost impossible because sexudity and the sensud touched on deep-seated fears in him. In
Grundtvig's view, love of the world was a precondition for a cognition of the love of God. Kold,
on the other hand, had to suppress it to come to terms with God. Grundtvig made a sharp
digtinction between the human and the divine to prevent men from striving in vain to suppress their
sensuality, whereas Kold was so obsessed by hislove of Jesusthat his own sensudity was alifelong
source of loathing and fascination to him. Kold was familiar with the works of Saren Kierkegaard,
and it is pure Kierkegaard when he talks about the fear of a punishing God as the touchstone for all
human actions or the importance of the choice if freedom is not to become a burden. Born and
rased in widdy different circumstances, Kold and Kierkegaard had nevertheless both of them
experienced a religious awakening and both of them were haunted by the fear of damnation.
Grundtvig's brand of Christianity was a different thing altogether. ™

The fundamenta event in Grundtvig's life was the redization that human existence could
not, and should not, be regulated according to a Christian idedl, since the essence of Christianity
was the Gospel and not a set of laws to be broken or obeyed. This was the point of departure for
his attacks on the established church and the education system. He wanted to challenge all pious
orthodoxies, classica education, the degth, as he saw it, of aliving culture. In the face of this, life
could not but be right, life as we experience it, in oursalves, in people and in the march of higory. It
was for this purpose Grundtvig wanted to use the folk high schools. He wanted ordinary people to
discover the same ingghts and reach the same conclusions as he had. *We need a People's
Enlightenment, an enlightenment of Life, to fight desth in whatever form it takes: the authoritarian
coercion, the snobbery for everything foreign, the contempt for al that is one's own, dl spiritua
domination, the hopelessness [...].” To Grundtvig Christianity was one thing, humanity another.
God had created the world as a place for man to live in. Good works should be of use to peoplein
this world. They were not to be understood as some kind of preparation for alife to come. Itisin
thislight that Grundtvig's ideas about education should be understood. The school should be of use
to life on this earth. It should be aschool ‘for life, as he himself put it, not for eternity.”

Kold never understood Grundtvig's approach to Christianity and, consequently, he never
fully agreed with his views on education. The decisve moment in Kold's life was the redlization
that * God loves humanity’ and that changed his life. From then on his main preoccupation was the
struggle for sdvation and eternd life, not just for himsaf but on behaf of al men. Thiswaswhy the
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notion of ‘awakening'—in ardigious sense—became of crucid importance in his schoals. It istrue
that Kold and Grundtvig to some extent used the same vocabulary— enlightenment’ and
‘encouragement’—to describe what they were trying to accomplish. But their ultimate gods and
visons were, if not incompatible, at least very dissmilar, something which is sill noticesble in the
different kinds of folk high schools found today.”

It was Kold who gave the free schools and the high schools the form that they have today.
Students spend five months at a school in continuous contact with the principal and the teachers,
egting at the same table, sharing the same amenities, etc. ‘Kold made it dl very down-to-earth,
having redized that one had to be oneself and that things had to be plain in order to be true. He
founded his high school on a discovery that gave him the courage to be himsdlf: the discovery of
God's love’® In different circumstances and on the basis of a different philosophical stance, other
pedagogical thinkers have reached dmost the same conclusons as Kold. For ingtance, John
Dewey’s ideas about education have many affinities with Kold's thinking, and even today they
seem to have a genuine apped >

The folk high school today

Today there are about 200 free schools and 100 folk high schools in Denmark. They represent the
heritage of Grundtvig and Kold, especialy in the question of parents right to decide the kind of
ingtruction that they want for their children. In that respect, both Grundtvig and Kold have left their
imprint on the public system of education®® At the same time the teaching methods and
programmes of the free schools and folk high schools have changed—some would say that they
have been diluted—so that today there is a broad range of different approaches and subjects on
offer.

The high school today is many different things, perhaps as many and as different as there are high schools. They
come in al shapes and forms, from the most boringly reactionary—constantly harping about genuine peasants and
the good old days—to the opposite extreme, the opportunigtic, trendy school whose main ambition seems to be to
attract more students. And in the middle of al this there are gtill schools with a sober and responsible approach to
problems and issues from the past and the present. There are schools where nothing seems to have changed since the
time of the popular enlightenment in the nineteenth century, and schools that under the impression of the present
confusion have discarded Danish poetry and Danish history and seem set on students' creativity as the only patent
medicine. Classes in ceramics, drawing, embroidery—with a totd disregard for quality—have taken on a religious
function. But there are also schools, whose point of departure is today’s living conditions and the problems that we
face, which do their best to open up young peopl€e's eyes by confronting them with more genuine experiences and
broader philosophies of life than can be found in the products of the endlesdy triumphant entertainment industry.27

Be that as it may, Danish scepticism of any form of spiritual and political authority is closdy
connected with the ideas of Denmark and a particular Danish nationa identity that developed from
the 1840s to the 1940s. The source of that scepticism is to be found in the ideas of Kold and
Grundtvig. The latest evidence of the tenacity of that tradition came in 1992 with the Danish
referendum and the refusa by the population to ratify the Maastricht Treaty of the European
Community.
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