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Abstract  

 

This thesis examines from a post-colonial perspective the position of the Danish 

language in Faroese society. It aims to demonstrate that post-colonial theory, which 

originally emerged as a methodology for literary analysis in the 1970s, offers a 

framework by which very different post-colonial linguistic scenarios, such as those in 

the Faroes and Greenland, can be analysed, compared and contrasted. In addition to 

established ideas within post-colonialism, from scholars such as Althusser and Spivak, 

three new concepts ï saming, language othering and linguistic autonomy ï are 

developed and used in the analysis of linguistic developments that have taken place on 

the islands since Danish was introduced. It is argued that the colonial history of the 

Faroes provides the most rewarding perspective for such an examination. Recurrent 

themes in language research on the islands, both historical and contemporary, such 

as Gøtudanskt, are contextualised within the post-colonial framework. Similarly, topics 

which have received little academic attention, such as the role of the heavily Danish-

influenced Suðuroy dialect, are also analysed from this perspective. A considerable part 

of the investigation stems from field research (predominantly questionnaires). 

The thesis suggests that the Faroes constitute an atypical case within post-

colonial studies due to the common cultural/linguistic heritage of the coloniser and the 

colonised. However, the non-standard characteristics of post-colonial Faroese society 

can only be fully appreciated in comparison with a ótypicalô post-colonial society, and 

Greenland is proposed as this standard example. The final chapter therefore provides a 

comparative study between the language situations in the two societies. 

In addition to the introductory and concluding sections, the thesis contains five 

chapters, which deal with the following: theory and methodology; colonisation and the 

cementing of Danish into Faroese society; the field research; decolonisation and the 

reassessment of the position of Danish in Faroese society; and the afore-mentioned 

comparative study. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

 

óHvør er tann týdningarmesta grundin til at læra danskt?ô 

ñWhat is the most important reason for learning Danish?ò 

 

óTí danskt er 2. móðurmál okkara, og vit klára okkum ikki uttan at duga danskt.ô 

ñBecause Danish is our second mother tongue and we canôt get by without knowing 

Danish.ò 

[FST192] 

 

óDanskt er ikki neyðugt at læra.ô 

ñItôs not necessary to learn Danish.ò 

[FST133] 

 

1.1 Introduction  

The above quotations reflect two diametrically opposed responses to the same question 

from Faroese pupils at one school in Tórshavn, capital of the Faroes.1 Such divergent 

opinions, neither of which was unique amongst the pupils, suggest a complex 

relationship between Faroese society and the Danish language. This thesis aims to 

examine from a post-colonial perspective the position of Danish in the society and 

culture of the Faroes. In particular, the thesis introduces and develops three new 

concepts within post-colonialism: saming, language othering and linguistic autonomy. 

In addition to existing and established ideas within post-colonialism, these new 

concepts are used in the analysis of linguistic developments that have taken place on the 

islands since Danish was introduced. Taking the observations of previous commentators 

on the position and status of Danish on the islands into consideration, the thesis argues 

that a perspective which focuses on the colonial history of the Faroes provides the best 

                                                                 
1
 The Faroes are an archipelago of 18 islands situated in the North Atlantic between Scotland and Iceland. 

They constitute a self-governing territory within the Kingdom of Denmark, a status they have enjoyed 

since the Faroese Home Rule Act of 1948 (Act no. 137, 23/03/48; Da. Lov om Færøernes Hjemmestyre, 

Fa. Lóg um Føroya heimastýri). The population numbers just 48,650, with 19,873 in Tórshavn (as on 

01/01/10; Hagstova Føroya 2010: 11). 
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structure within which to analyse these linguistic developments. Recurrent themes in 

research on the Faroese language climate, both historical and contemporary, such as the 

Gøtudanskt phenomenon and the various pronunciations of Danish on the islands, are 

considered and contextualised within the post-colonial framework. Similarly, topics 

which have received little academic attention, such as the heavily Danish-influenced 

vocabulary of the dialect on the southernmost island in the Faroes, Suðuroy, and the 

difficulty that causes when trying to separate what is Faroese from what is Danish, is 

also analysed from this perspective. 

While the thesis focuses predominantly on the Faroes, reference is made to two 

other former Danish colonies, Greenland and Iceland. It is argued that the Faroes 

constitute an atypical case within post-colonial studies for reasons that are examined in 

Chapter 2. However, the non-standard characteristics of post-colonial Faroese society 

can best be appreciated in comparison with a more óstandardô post-colonial society. It is 

proposed that Greenland represents such a standard example, as the Greenlandic 

colonial experience has been very different to that of the Faroes. Politically, however, 

the two societies share a similar status: Greenland is also a self-governing territory 

within the Kingdom of Denmark.2 This fact renders the comparative use of a politically-

based theoretical perspective such as post-colonialism particularly fitting. While Iceland 

does not feature as prominently in the thesis, due to the comparatively smaller role that 

the Danish language plays in modern Icelandic society,3 some of the characteristics that 

render the Faroese situation so unusual are also evident there, and these are addressed. 

Where simultaneous reference is made to all three former colonies, the term óNorth 

Atlantic Regionô (NAR) is used.4 

The thesis aims to show that post-colonial theory, which originally emerged as a 

methodology for literary analysis in the 1970s (Ashcroft et al. 2007: 168), offers a 

framework for comparing, contrasting and analysing post-colonial linguistic scenarios, 

such as those in the Faroes/Iceland and Greenland. Where relevant, similarities or 

contrasts with unrelated (former) colonies, such as Malta or Ireland, are given 

                                                                 
2
 Greenlandic Home Rule was established in 1978: Act no. 577, 29/11/78. Da. Lov om Grønlands 

hjemmestyre, Gr. Namminersornerullutik Oqartussat inatsisaat. 

3
 ó[D]et danske sprog [er ikke] sÞrlig fremtrÞdende i det islandske samfund [...]ô (ñ[T]he Danish 

language is not particularly evident in Icelandic society [é]ò; Auður Hauksdóttir 2005: 159). 

4
 Increased interest in comparative analyses of the Faroes, Iceland and Greenland (see 6.1) has led to the 

emergence of terms which encompass all three, such as Fa. útnorður or londini í útnorðri (ñthe North-

Westò, ñthe North-West countriesò) and Da. Vestnorden (ñthe West Nordic countriesò; cf. Mortensen et 

al. 2007). The thesis proposes the North Atlantic Region as an English alternative.  
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throughout the thesis in order to contextualise the research within the wider scope of 

post-colonial study. 

 A considerable part of the investigation stems from field research 

(predominantly questionnaires) carried out in the Faroes and Greenland. Unlike 

previous linguistic studies in the Faroes, which have concentrated on the attitudes of the 

young towards Danish (see Søndergaard 1987, Holm 1992), this study considers 

respondents of different ages. Many of the changes that have taken place concerning 

Danish in the Faroes have occurred during the lifetime of older Faroese speakers. 

However, the thesis also places emphasis on younger Faroese people, as this may 

identify on-going processes and the ways in which attitudes have changed. The field 

research is not concerned merely with attitudes, but also investigates how the Danish 

language is used by the respondents in practice. 

 The thesis is structured around the following six research questions: 

 

1. How valid is the use of post-colonial theories, which originally stem from 

literary analysis, when considering the position of a former colonial language 

within a given society? 

2. To what extent can post-colonial theories be used to analyse the position of the 

former colonial language in a former colony such as the Faroes, which differs so 

greatly from the norm? 

3. Post-colonial theories aside, to what extent is consideration of the Faroese 

colonial past useful when analysing the position of Danish in the Faroes today? 

4. What is the value of comparing the position of Danish in the Faroes to that of 

Danish in Greenland? 

5. In small post-colonial societies such as the Faroes, what strategies have the 

locals developed for making continued use of the colonial language in various 

spheres acceptable? Has the common cultural and linguistic heritage of Denmark 

and the Faroes affected this process there? 

6. To what extent does empirical data from the Faroes and Greenland agree with 

local academic research on the position of Danish in the two societies? To what 

extent does it support the rejection of the foreign language label? 
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1.2 Background 

In order that the reader may understand the context, this section briefly outlines the 

Faroese historical and linguistic backgrounds. 

 

1.2.1 Historical Background 

Sources of the earliest history of the Faroes are scant. West, whose 1972 Faroe: The 

Emergence of a Nation still provides the best English- language account of Faroese 

history, describes the islands as being óamong the last territories in the world to be 

discovered and peopledô (p.4),5 though little is known about the islands before the first 

Norse colonisers arrived around the year 800, either directly from Norway or via Norse 

colonies in the British Isles (H.P. Petersen 2010: 29). It is widely believed by common 

consent that there were Celtic inhabitants, more specifically Irish monks, on the islands 

before the Norse arrived, but there are no proven pre-Norse archaeological sites 

(Edwards and Borthwick 2010: 69).6 As Edwards and Borthwick observe, however, 

science (most specifically genetics, radiometric dating and palynology) continues to 

contribute óimmensely to the settlement historyô of the islands (p.75) and new scientific 

discoveries may reveal more about early Faroese history. 

 The islanders, who converted to Christianity around 1000, enjoyed 

independence until 1035, when the Kingdom of Norway began to collect taxes from 

them (West 1972: 6). In 1380 the crowns of Denmark and Norway were united under 

King Olaf IV in an increasingly one-sided union: Copenhagen became the power base 

for the entire country, including the far-flung outposts of the NAR. As West notes, 

when Denmark eventually lost Norway to Sweden following the Treaty of Kiel in 1814, 

óit was not thought unnatural that she should retain Faroe, Iceland and Greenlandô 

(1972: 8-9). 

                                                                 
5
 West is one of several authors who have tried to establish the English-language name for the islands as 

óFaroeô, presumably to avoid the tautological nature of óFaroe Islandsô: the second syllable of the word 

óFaroeô already carries the meaning of óislandsô (cf. Fa. Føroyar, óSheep Islandsô). While óFaroeô is still 

occasionally heard/seen, this has not become established. To avoid tautology, but also to avoid using an 

unusual term that may jar with the reader, I refer to the islands as óthe Faroesô. 

6
 The idea that the islands may have been settled by Irish hermits seeking solitude comes from the work 

of the Irish monk, Dicuil, in his writings from AD825 (Hammershaimb 1891: xiii). Although Edwards and 

Borthwick observe that it is óeasy to agreeô with Thorsteinsson (2005: 42) that Dicuilôs work is ónot solid 

documentation of a pre-Viking settlement of Irish monks in the Faroesô, they add that it has ónever been 

seen as suchô (Edwards and Borthwick 2010: 68). 
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Whereas Iceland became an independent republic in 1944, the Faroes remained 

under direct Danish rule until the Home Rule Act of 1948 (see 1.5.1), as did Greenland 

until 1978 (see 1.5.2). In 1946, following the Faroesô occupation by the British during 

the Second World War (1940-5), there was a referendum on the islands on full 

independence, in which a slightly higher percentage of islanders favoured breaking the 

political ties with Denmark than those against (48.7% for secession, 47.2% against; 

West 1972: 188). Because of the very narrow margin, the result was viewed as 

inconclusive by the Danish parliament and was subsequently overruled. 

 

1.2.2 Linguistic Background 

The Faroese language is, like Danish and Icelandic, but unlike Greenlandic, a member 

of the North-Germanic branch of the Indo-European language family (Vikør 2001a: 

32).7 This branch is often subdivided into Insular Scandinavian (ISc.; Faroese and 

Icelandic) and Mainland Scandinavian (MSc.; Danish, Norwegian and Swedish; H.P. 

Petersen 2011: 5). Barnes, however, suggests that the claim that Faroese is ISc. is 

óuntenableô, as its syntax exhibits both ISc. and MSc. qualities (2001b: 191-2). 

The Faroese language was first documented in some detail by the Faroese 

linguist and scholar, J.C. Svabo (1746-1824), towards the end of the eighteenth century 

(see 3.3). Svabo realised that his language was closely related to Old Norse, although 

the idea of individual languages collectively constituting larger families of languages 

had not yet developed. Svabo considered the future of Faroese to be bleak and sought to 

document as much as he was able, to preserve it for posterity. Svaboôs collections, 

however, led towards revived interest in the language amongst later scholars. Rasmus 

Rask (1787-1832), a Danish linguist from BrÞndekilde on Funen, came across Svaboôs 

collections when he went to Copenhagen to study in 1807 (Skårup 1964: 3). Rischel 

describes Rask as óen reprÞsentant for det tidlige 19. ¬rhundredes romantik, med denne 

tidsalders begejstring for Nordens herlige fortidô (ña representative of early nineteenth 

century romanticism, with the enthusiasm for the glorious Nordic past common at that 

timeò; Rischel 1987: 11). Two years later when Rask completed his Vejledning til det 

Islandske eller gamle Nordiske Sprog (ñGuide to the Icelandic or Old Norse 

Languageò), he included a chapter on Faroese, calling it a dialect within the Icelandic 

                                                                 
7
 Greenlandic is a member of the unrelated Eskimo-Aleutic family (Vikør 2001a: 76). 



26 
 

language.8 As Skårup explains, what Rask meant was that Faroese is one dialect within 

a collection of other Icelandic dialects (1964: 3), the other two being Old Icelandic and 

Modern Icelandic (p.42). Rischel (1987: 12) claims that Raskôs interest in language 

history ï and not specifically of the Nordic languages, although his interests did start in 

this field ï helped create the national romantic óvÞkkelseô (ñawakeningò) at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century. Rask was, for example, the founder of the Icelandic 

literary society at a time when Icelandic was a language of low prestige (p.11). 

According to Rischel, had it not been for this awakening, Icelandic would probably not 

have survived as a living kultursprog (ñlanguage of cultureò; p.12). As Chapter 5 will 

demonstrate, the Faroese language movement took great inspiration from its Icelandic 

counterpart, and therefore the importance of national romanticism and, specifically, 

Rasmus Raskôs part in it should be acknowledged. 

Danish came to the Faroes in the sixteenth century during the Reformation and 

has enjoyed various roles in Faroese society since its introduction. As Chapter 3 

demonstrates, Danish became the sole written medium on the islands and the only 

acceptable language within a range of domains. The position of Danish has, however, 

changed considerably in the past 150 years. During that period it has ceased to be the 

language of the school and the Church, and Faroese, for which the Faroese priest, V.U. 

Hammershaimb, created an etymologically-based orthography in 1846, has made 

considerable progress in the media and in publishing, particularly in childrenôs 

literature.9 Today, Faroese is the first language of the overwhelming majority of the 

islanders.10 Whereas the leading Faroese linguist, J.H.W. Poulsen (2004b: 414), 

described Tórshavn in the 1980s/1990s as resembling a provincial town in Denmark, 

with advertisements and shop signage largely in Danish, new Faroese legislation has 

been introduced which has made the linguistic landscape entirely Faroese, with 

occasional signs in English for the tourist.11 There is a small resident Danish minority, 

but it is difficult to know how many this numbers as the Danish government considers 

                                                                 
8
 For financial reasons this book was not published until 1811 (Piebinga 1971: 10). 

9
 I would argue that Faroese-language publishing for children has reached a point where it is theoretically 

possible for a Faroese child to reach adolescence without ever needing to read a Danish book. This would 

have been unimaginable a decade ago. 

10
 Chapter 5 focuses specifically on the contemporary language situation in the Faroes. 

11
 óLinguistic landscapeô is used here according to Landry and Bourhisô definition (1997: 25): óThe 

language of public road signs, advertising billboards, street names, place names, commercial shop signs, 

and public signs on government buildings combines to form the linguistic landscape of a given territory, 

region, or urban agglomeration.ô 
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any citizen from Denmark who is resident in the Faroes to be óFaroeseô.12 Hagström 

(1986: 17) estimates the Danish community to be approximately 1000 strong. 

It is often stated that the Faroese are bilingual. Grosjean (1982: 231) considers 

various definitions of bilingualism: from those that stress that the individual must speak 

both languages at the level of a native-speaker to those he describes as ómore realisticô, 

such as Haugenôs, which suggest a fluency continuum: 

 

Bilingualism [...] may be of all degrees of accomplishment, but it is 

understood here to begin at the point where the speaker of one 
language can produce complete, meaningful utterances in the other 
language. From here it may proceed through all possible gradations 

up to the kind of skill that enables a person to pass as a native in 
more than one linguistic environment. 

(Haugen 1969: 6-7) 

 

If one applies Haugenôs definition, the Faroese are indeed bilingual. As J.H.W. Poulsen 

points out, Danes living on the islands have no difficulty in making themselves 

understood, óda praktisk taget alle over 10 ¬r kan danskô (1997: 304).13 Hagström goes 

so far as to state that the Faroes constitute a particularly interesting place for the study 

of bilingualism: 

 

Tvåspråkigheten är idag genomförd i högre grad på Färöarna än i 

kanske något annat land i och med att nästan alla vuxna färingar (den 
allra äldsta generationen i viss mån undantagen) behärskar de två 
officiella språken färöiska och danska i tal och skrift. 

(Hagström 1987: 119; tr.1) 

 

While Hagstrºmôs oft-repeated claim is difficult to verify, by óbehªrskar [é] danskaô 

(ñmaster [é] Danishò) he presumably means that the Faroese would generally be 

considered to be near the peak of Haugenôs fluency continuum as individuals who could 

be taken for Danes in Denmark when they speak Danish.14 Nevertheless, Grosjean also 

points out that such bilinguals are órather special specimensô and that óthe vast majority 

                                                                 
12

 Similarly, a Faroese person who relocates to Denmark becomes óDanishô. 

13
 ñAs by and large everyone over ten knows Danish.ò 

14
 One of the responses to the postal survey (see Chapter 4) commented on this: óTá ið eg eri í 

Keypmannahavn spyrja f·lk: Hvor i Jylland kommer du fra?ô (ñ[Fa.] When Iôm in Copenhagen people 

ask: [Da.] óWhere in Jutland do you come from?ôò [FP009]). 
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[of bilinguals] use both languages regularly, but do not have native-like fluency in eachô 

(1982: 232). 

Some question the Faroesô bilingual status: Poulsen, for example, is ómore 

inclined to the view that we [the Faroese] are monolingual, but with an unusually or 

abnormally good knowledge of a foreign language, namely Danishô (1994: 225). This is 

merely a matter of definition: even those with this óabnormally good knowledgeô would 

be considered bilinguals under Haugenôs reasoning. Furthermore, Poulsen feels it 

possible to generalise all Faroese under óweô, which further suggests the appropriateness 

of regarding the Faroese as generally bilingual. 

One current and contentious linguistic topic in the Faroes that should be 

mentioned here at the outset is purism. This is considered in detail in Chapter 5, but an 

understanding of its context is important for a full appreciation of the data collected in 

Chapter 4 and to explain some of the practical difficulties encountered in that chapter.15 

Centuries of Danish influence, presumably aided by the close relationship of the two 

languages involved, meant that Faroese absorbed a large number of Danish words.16 In 

the past century, particularly since the Second World War, great efforts have been made 

to reduce the number of Danish-based words and replace them with neologisms, 

Icelandic-inspired loanwords or resurrected Faroese words. The Faroese dictionaries 

that have been produced in recent years have often been the work of the most ardent 

purists, who have either ranked the ónewô Faroese words ahead of the Danish-influenced 

loans or omitted the latter altogether. This prescriptive, rather than descriptive, tendency 

of Faroese dictionaries can create significant problems of understanding in contexts 

where the first word suggested is not familiar to many Faroese.17 Holm (1992: 99) notes 

that during her classroom observations, pupils used words such as ósosialismaô, 

ókonservatismaô and óliberalismaô in their Faroese, but, as she points out: 

 

[I]f the students had looked up these words in the dictionaries 
available, e.g. J. av SkarĦiôs Danish/Faroese (1977) dictionary and 

                                                                 
15

 See, for example, 4.3.5, Q.11. 

16
 As Poulsen comments: óJeg plejer undertiden spßgende at sige, og det er vist ikke helt forkert, at færøsk 

talesprog er så tolerant for optagelse af fremmed, især dansk ordstof, at man kan tage alle ord i Ordbog 

over det danske sprog og tillempe dem til fÞrßsk udtale og bßjningô (1977: 100; tr.2). The examples 

Poulsen gives, such as Da. forfærdelig > Fa. forferdiligur, indicate that this borrowing is largely 

facilitated by the close relationship between the two languages. 

17
 See Brunstad (2001: 272-6; 285-91) and Höskuldur Thráinsson et al. (2004: 453-4) on the prescriptive 

tendencies of Faroese dictionaries. 
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his English/Faroese (1984) dictionary, the following equivalents 
would occur for the three examples taken: ójavnaĦarstevnaô 

(ósosialismaô was also included), óafturhaldô and ófrÞlslyndiô. None 
of these alternatives were used in the lesson. In my experience, the 

latter are hardly ever used, at least not in spoken Faroese. 
(Holm 1992: 99) 

 

Similarly, the latest English-Faroese dictionary (Skála and Mikkelsen 2007a) lists 

óafturhaldô and ófrÞlslyndiô ahead of ókonservatismaô and óliberalismaô respectively, 

although ójavnaĦarstevnaô for ósosialismaô is not given.  

 

1.3 Comparative Linguistic Background and Scope 

So as to provide context to the thesis, this section briefly considers the linguistic 

situations of the various countries which immediately surround the Faroes (Iceland, 

Norway, Shetland and Orkney and Scotland). Apart from Iceland, each of the territories 

mentioned has experienced a shift from a low status language to a different one of high 

status, but, as this section demonstrates, only in the Faroes was this shift forced. In 

continuation, I will consider the reasoning behind restricting the scope of the thesis to 

the NAR. 

 

1.3.1 Iceland 

Much of what characterises the peculiar nature of Faroese colonialism is shared with 

Icelandic colonialism and reference will therefore be made to Iceland throughout the 

thesis. Nevertheless, as the history of the Icelandic language differs so much from that 

of Faroese after the commencement of Danish influence, something of the unique 

Icelandic linguistic history will be presented here. 

Tomasson (1980: 4) describes Iceland as óthe only European society whose 

origins are knownô. This may well be the case: the industrious record-keeping of the 

early Icelanders reveals much about the foundation of the Icelandic nation. Iceland was 

settled in the six decades between 870 and 930, largely by Norwegians (albeit indirectly 

for the most part via the British Isles), with some additional natives from Scotland and 

Ireland (ibid.). 

Writing on parchment in the native language began as early as in the eleventh 

century in Iceland and Norway, presumably due to the influence of English missionaries 
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who had been writing in their own language for several centuries (Haugen 1976: 185). 

Of the West Scandinavian dialect speakers, only the Icelanders ósucceeded in 

maintaining [their] written tradition through the centuries of [Danish] dominance, and in 

developing it into a standard language at the time of the Reformationô (p.332), whereas 

writing in Norway and the Faroes more or less died out. Various reasons have been 

given for this achievement on the part of the Icelanders. Vikør (2001: 59-60) argues 

firstly that as the differences between Icelandic and Danish were so great as to render 

the languages mutually unintelligible, a shift between Icelandic and Danish would 

require switching from one language to another altogether. In Norway, however, the 

ruling classes in and around Oslo were simply able to adapt their speech towards 

Danish. Secondly, Vikør mentions the fact that speech across Iceland was uniform with 

very little regional variation ï the Icelandic written form was one to which all Icelanders 

could relate. Finally, óthe strong literary tradition provided efficient support for the 

maintenance of Icelandic linguistic autonomyô (p.59). Between the twelfth and 

fourteenth centuries, the Icelanders had, of course, produced the sagas which had 

imbued their language with a strong tradition and credibility. It was, therefore, 

impossible for the Danes to ignore Icelandic. Haugen also indicates that the relative 

isolation from the Danish colonisers may have played a role (1976: 332-3). While 

Haugen observes that the language was óweakenedô during Icelandôs óunionsô with 

Norway and Denmark, its independent status was confirmed by a translation of the New 

Testament in 1540 and the entire Bible in 1584 (p.32). 

 

1.3.2 Norway 

Norway is sometimes referred to as a former Danish colony and parallels are often 

drawn between Norway and colonial/post-colonial territories: the Norwegian historian 

Seip, for example, wrote that in terms of the number of immigrants from Denmark in 

Norway in 1814, the situation was not óulik den som senere kunne oppst¬ i tidligere 

kolonilandô (ñunlike the one that might later emerge in former coloniesò; Seip 1974: 

66). However, although Norway came under very heavy Danish influence, the fact that 

Norway and Denmark were united by a political union in 1380 ï even if this eventually 

was a union only in name ï means that their unequal status did not contain a óbuilt-inô 

power imbalance, as in the relationship between óa coloniserô and óthe colonisedô. It 

therefore seems illogical to group Norway together with the NAR. Skyum-Nielsen, for 

example, describes Denmark-Norway as a ókonglomeratstatô (ñconglomerate stateò; 



31 
 

2005: 57). Furthermore, Hauge acknowledges that Norway is becoming increasingly 

aware of its own ómedvirkenô (ñparticipationò) in European colonialism (2009: 32). The 

NAR countries, conversely, were considered by Denmark to be ópossessionsô and were 

referred to as such.18 Norwayôs inclusion in the thesis would constitute a considerable 

expansion of the term ópost-colonialô as it is understood here (see 2.1). 

 Nevertheless, the linguistic developments in Norway bear some resemblance to 

much of what occurred in the Faroes and these similarities should not be overlooked. 

 At the time of the union Norwegian written tradition, the first established in 

Scandinavia, had developed a norm (Haugen 1976: 329). However, after Denmark and 

Norway were united in 1380, Copenhagen increasingly became the centre of the new 

union and dismantled key Norwegian institutions over the next one hundred and fifty 

years, meaning that Norway became isolated from other West Scandinavian areas and 

influenced by East Scandinavian, primarily Danish. In 1389 Denmarkôs Queen 

Margrete moved the Norwegian chancellery to Denmark, which remained empty until 

populated by Danish officials at the start of the fifteenth century. In 1536-7 the 

Norwegian government was dissolved and a state-controlled Protestant church replaced 

the Norwegian Catholic Church (Hoel 1996: 29). Eventually, the Norwegian language 

ceased to be written since, from the top down, Danish was increasingly used as the 

written medium (ibid.). At this time, however, there was no language debate in Norway. 

As Hoel (1996: 30) observes, the shift from Norwegian to Danish was not the result of 

linguistic oppression on the part of the Danes and the use of Norwegian does not seem 

to have been associated with Norwegian identity. The concept of a connection between 

oneôs language and oneôs personal identity tended to emerge much later and only 

became prevalent in the nineteenth century (Barnes 1998: 24). 

 Hoel identifies four language varieties that were spoken in Norway at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century: 1) Danish, or órikstalem¬lô (ñstandard spoken 

languageò), to cite Hoel, which was spoken by Danes living in Norway, particularly the 

Danish actors at the Christiania Theater; 2) óHßgtidsm¬letô (ñthe formal languageò), 

which was used in formal and official contexts, particularly schools and churches, and 

involved the pronunciation of standard written Danish using a Norwegian phonological 

                                                                 
18

 Berlin (1932:132) describes how the NAR countries were labelled ñpossessionsò (óBesiddelserô) in 

Danish commercial treaties. 
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substratum;19 3) óDen danna daglegtalaô (ñeducated everyday speechò), a mixture of 

Danish and Norwegian, with considerable influence from the Norwegian dialects, which 

became the mother tongue of parts of the Norwegian elite over the course of the 

eighteenth century;20 and 4) dialects (óm¬lfßreô) which were spoken by the majority of 

Norwegians and had not been particularly influenced by Danish (Hoel 1996: 33). 

 In the second half of the nineteenth century, the existence of several spoken 

varieties in Norway led to the creation of two written forms of the Norwegian language. 

The wave of national romanticism across Europe, which for Norway culminated in its 

independence in 1905, made the Norwegians aware of the fact that the language they 

wrote was not their own: two solutions emerged. In 1856, the linguist Knud Knudsen 

began to advocate óa step-by-step Norwegianization of the Danish spellingô (Haugen 

1976: 35), but he did not wish to alter the language radically from the Danish norm. A 

series of spelling reforms in the twentieth century removed the orthography further from 

that of Danish. This form became known as bokmål (ñbook languageò), now the official 

name of the variety. This is the written form used by the vast majority of Norwegians 

today, and by 85 per cent of Norwegian schoolchildren (Worren 2005: 2042).21 

 The other written language was developed by another linguist, Ivar Aasen, and 

was set out in his Norsk Grammatik of 1864, although he had previously suggested what 

his Norwegian language should look like in his óPrßver af Landsmaaletô of 1853. Aasen 

chose to model his written form on the Norwegian dialects in an attempt to by-pass the 

centuries of Danish influence on Norwegian. As Haugen observes, ólike 

Hammershaimbôs norm for Faroese, [Aasenôs norm] was conceived as continuing a 

historical tradition and was therefore more conservative than any one dialectô (1976: 

35). Aasenôs Norwegian, known as landsmål (ñnational languageò), and later as nynorsk 

(ñNew Norwegianò), received official recognition in 1885. 

 One important difference between Danish in the Faroes and Norway is that 

Norway was transferred to another European power during the period of national 

romanticism in Europe. In 1814 Denmark was forced to cede Norway to Sweden under 

the terms of the Treaty of Kiel. The Swedish king allowed Norway to establish the 

                                                                 
19

 Due to the extensive use of this variety in Norwegian churches, it became popularly known as 

klokkerdansk (ñsexton Danishò). Klokkerdansk is the Norwegian equivalent of the Faroese Print Danish 

phenomenon (one of the varieties popularly referred to as Gøtudanskt in the Faroes; see 3.2 and 3.2.1). 

20
 Hoelôs analysis is written in Nynorsk. The more common Bokmål term is den dannede dagligtale. 

21
 This figure was up from 83 per cent in the 1990s (Worren 2005: 2042). 
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various institutions found in an independent country, although the king and foreign 

service would be common to both countries (Kristoffersen 2000: 2). In this context, the 

Danish language in Norway acquired a unique role as óone of the many ways of 

expressing and securing the relative independence from Swedenô (ibid.). 

 

1.3.3 Shetland and Orkney 

Shetland and Orkney, the nearest inhabited territories to the Faroes, were colonised by 

Vikings predominantly from western Norway, at the beginning of the ninth century 

(Barnes 1996: 12).22 The West Scandinavian dialects of Old Norse brought to the two 

groups of islands later became known as Norn, a language which has since become 

extinct. Barnes (1998: 21) explains that Norn was replaced by Scots in Shetland and 

Orkney as large numbers of immigrants from Scotland moved to the islands in the late 

Middle Ages and after the transfer of both territories from the Danish to the Scottish 

crown. The fundamental language shift appears to have taken place in the seventeenth 

century (Barnes 1996: 13), and it seems that the language of the Reformation in both 

Shetland and Orkney was Scots (Barnes 1991: 451). While information is scant, the 

sources available indicate that Norn ceased to be a spoken language in the early part of 

the eighteenth century in Orkney and around c.1800 in Shetland (Barnes 1998: 26). 

 Jakob Jakobsen, the first academic to document the remnants of Norn at the end 

of the nineteenth century, was a Faroese scholar. He considered the death of Norn to be 

a tragedy: óthe result of brutal oppression by Scotsmenô (Smith 1996: 30). While this 

view has been challenged ï the shift from Norn to Scots was probably chiefly driven by 

the need for the islanders to communicate (Barnes 1998: 24) ï the example of Norn in 

Shetland has frequently been used by the Faroese as an warning of what could befall 

their own language, should they not fight to maintain it (cf. Enok D. Bærentsen in 

Lenvig 1999: 7; J.H.W. Poulsen 1982b: 133). Other parallels have frequently been 

drawn between the Faroese and the Orcadians/Shetlanders. In 1839, for example, 

Christian Pløyen, one of the Faroese Amtmænd (ñcounty governorsò) wrote that the 

peculiar, yet pleasant, intonation of the Shetlandersô dialect (here referring to Shetland 

Scots rather than Norn, as the latter was no longer spoken) recalled that of the Faroese 

when they speak their ódialectô (Stewart 1964: 166). 
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 Little is known about the Picts, the earlier inhabitants of Shetland and Orkney. 
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1.3.4 Scotland 

As Murison (1979: 8) explains, by the second half of the fourteenth century French was 

becoming less important in Scotland, Gaelic was retreating from the Scottish Lowlands 

and a Germanic language, known to its speakers as Inglis,23 was óregistering most 

progressô. This language had developed in Scotland from that of the Germanic Angle 

tribe, who had spread northwards through Britain after having established themselves 

around the River Thames in approximately AD 450 (p.3). By 1390 the Scottish 

Parliament had begun to record its proceedings in Inglis and the old Latin laws were 

translated into it (ibid.). In 1494 the term Scottis, contemporary óScotsô, was applied to 

this language for the first time (ibid.). Murison calls the period from 1460-1560 the 

óheyday of the Scots tongue as a full national language [é] as distinct from English as 

Portuguese from Spanish, Dutch from German or Swedish from Danishô (pp.8-9). Scots 

was also used in education: in 1559 the Scottish court authorised a Scots publisher, 

William Nudrye, to produce two textbooks in Scots (Bailey 1987: 132). The Scottish 

Reformation of 1560, however, brought the English Bible to Scotland and this variety of 

southern English soon became the written language north of the border as well. 

Somewhat later, a diglossic language situation was to emerge in the spoken language, 

with Scots as the low language, that of the home and family, and English as the high 

language, the medium of the Church, education and administration. This situation was 

cemented by the Act of Union between the Scottish and English crowns in 1707. 

 As in Norway, the two languages brought together by the union were so closely 

related that words from the high language could easily be introduced into the low 

language ówithout appearing too incongruousô (Aitken 1979: 89). It was also the case 

that the nineteenth-century idea of language as an emblem of identity had yet to emerge 

and, as Aitken explains, óthere were no great patriotic objections to an infiltration of 

first written, and later spoken, Scots by usages of English originô (ibid.). Over the 

course of the seventeenth century, there was an increase in interaction between the Scots 

and the English and, according to Aitken, from this point, óthe speech of the Scots 

gentry assimilated to polite southern Englishô (p.93). Scottish schools began to 

encourage English pronunciation over Scots: Bailey gives an example from 1761 of 

Arthur Masson, a ópopular Edinburgh schoolmasterô: Masson hired an English assistant 
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 As Murison observes, the northern form, Inglis, serves to separate it from the English variety spoken in 

the southern half of the island (1979: 8). 
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óof excellent pronunciationô and also visited London to seek óimprovement in the 

English language, which above all others ought to be the study of every Britonô (Bailey 

1987: 132). 

 As with Norway, the Scottish situation cannot be considered post-colonial as 

two kingdoms were united. Therefore, their mutual relationship did not involve the 

crucial óbuilt-inô power imbalance, as in that between óa coloniserô and óthe colonisedô. 

There could, of course, be important parallels between the Faroese, Scottish and 

Norwegian linguistic situations, whatever the official status of the territories involved, 

but such comparative analysis is beyond the scope of the present study. 

 

1.3.5 Scope Beyond the NAR 

The Danish colonial sphere, and consequently the Danish language, did of course 

stretch beyond the NAR. Denmarkôs former colonies in Asia and Africa, respectively 

Danish East India and the Danish Gold Coast, do not feature in this thesis. Danish no 

longer has a position in either, and it was never the language of the local population. 

Additionally, these two groups of colonies no longer exist as separate political entities, 

forming parts of modern India and Ghana ï two states who view their colonial history 

predominantly in relation to the United Kingdom. Furthermore, post-colonial theories 

are usually applied to territories which gained a degree of independence from the 

colonial power in the twentieth century, whereas Denmark lost its Asian and African 

possessions during the nineteenth. All possessions on the Indian mainland were taken 

over by Britain in 1845, the Nicobar Islands were abandoned in 1848 (purchased by 

Britain in 1868), and the Gold Coast colonies were transferred to British rule in 1850. 

 Vestiges of Danish do however exist in one further former Danish colony, the 

United States Virgin Islands (USVI, formerly the Danish West Indies, Da. Dansk 

Vestindien), the only former colony other than those in the NAR to remain a political 

entity.24 There Danish persists in road names in the centre of Charlotte Amalie, the 

capital of St. Thomas, albeit often in an Anglicised/localised form, in both orthography 

and pronunciation.25 Early attempts to introduce Danish as the medium of instruction on 
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 Sources on Danish in Denmarkôs tropical colonies are few. Bakker (2004) considers words of Danish 

origin in USVI and Ghana. 

25
 Danish street names in Charlotte Amalie are often written according to English convention, i.e. Strand 

Gade, óBeach Streetô, rather than standard Danish Strandgade. In his 1981 account of a visit to USVI, 

Mentze notes ó[é] Toldbodgade, Dronningens TvÞrgade og Strandgade, navne som er bevaret gennem 

skiftende tider, men som det efterh¬nden falder lidt vanskeligt at staveô (ñ[é] Toldbodgade, Dronningens 
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the islands were soon abandoned, with Danish only used by the administration and 

resident Danish families (Lawaetz 1980: 36). Thus these islands cannot contribute 

anything to the thesis either.26 

One other region, Schleswig-Holstein, should briefly be mentioned here, 

although it has a complicated history that cannot easily be viewed from a post-colonial 

perspective. The duchies of Schleswig and Holstein were governed by Denmark from 

1460, but not incorporated. Prussia and Denmark subsequently fought for control of the 

territories. In 1871 both became part of a united Germany. Finally in 1920, following a 

plebiscite, the northern part of Schleswig, the modern county of Sønderjylland, was 

incorporated into Denmark. 

In the foreword to Post-Imperial English, Fishman challenges linguists to 

construct profiles of the position of the inherited metropolitan language in former 

French, Spanish, Portuguese and Dutch colonial spheres so that these may be contrasted 

with equivalent profiles from territories that were once British or American colonies 

(1996a: 9).27 This, he claims, could facilitate the órevelationô of óprocesses vastly larger 

in scale and in ubiquity than Anglo-American imperialismô (ibid.). Fishman makes no 

mention of former Danish colonies: this is, however, unsurprising as Denmarkôs history 

as a colonial power is not often recognised in post-colonial study. Although the thesis 

concentrates on the NAR, and primarily the Faroes, it may in addition contribute 

towards the construction of a profile of the position of Danish in Denmarkôs former 

colonies. 

 

1.4 Clarification  

Two key matters should be clarified right from the start. Firstly, it is important to stress 

that the thesis concentrates on the position and use of the Danish language and attitudes 

towards it within the Faroes, rather than the position of and attitudes towards Denmark, 

or the status of the Faroes within the Danish Kingdom. In the years since the Faroese 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Tværgade and Strandgade, names which are preserved through changing times, but which increasingly 

become harder to spellò; Mentze 1981: 118). 

26
 USVI has never officially ceased to be a colony. Sold by Denmark in 1916, the islands are an 

unincorporated territory of the United States, and feature on the United Nationsô list of Non-Self-

Governing Territories, as they have rejected implementing a constitution on numerous occasions. 

27
 While Fishman does not adopt an analysis based upon post-colonial theory, his use of ómetropolitanô 

fits its use in that field, where it means óbelonging to or constituting the mother countryô (Ashcroft et al. 

2007: 123). 
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language movement began, during the latter half of the nineteenth century, there have 

been many instances of the linguistic and political issues becoming confused. In the 

ensuing period, advocates of a greater role for the Faroese language within Faroese 

society were often accused of being anti-Danish (cf. Debes 1982: 267, J.H.W. Poulsen 

1982b: 134). Holm (1992: 36) confirms that the views of those Faroese people who 

fought for a stronger position for their language in the schools ówere often represented 

in absurdly negative termsô in the Danish press in the mid-1920s.28 At that time, the 

Faroese author, Jørgen-Frantz Jacobsen (1900-38), found it necessary to stress that the 

Faroese national movement had never aimed to eliminate Danish from the islands 

(1925: 19). Today, as the questionnaires demonstrate (Chapter 4), there are some 

Faroese who strive to remove all Danish influence from their Faroese, yet would seem 

to support the current political status of the Faroes within the Danish Kingdom. 

Conversely, there are instances of purists equating their efforts with nationalism: in an 

article from 1989, André Niclasen, a schoolteacher of German and Russian, challenged 

a linguist who referred to his own opinion on Faroese as part of a ótj·Ħskaparstrevô 

(ñnational struggleò; Niclasen 2007: 36).29 While a complete separation of language and 

politics is impossible ï the political union with Denmark ensures a continued presence 

of Danish on the islands ï this distinction is of fundamental importance when assessing 

the Faroese linguistic climate. 

Secondly, this study focuses on the history and position of the colonial language, 

Danish, in the Faroes, and not of Faroese. It is, however, impossible to ignore 

developments that have taken place regarding the Faroese language for several reasons. 

The increased use of Faroese has had a direct influence on the position of Danish on the 

islands. This is self-evident: as use of Faroese increases to incorporate new linguistic 

domains, Danish suffers domain loss. In addition, responses to the questionnaires made 

it clear that the thesis would need to recognise the importance of purism in Faroese. 

Danicisms, either real or perceived, are often discouraged, and it is conceivable that this 

might have a bearing on how familiar Danish is to, for example, Faroese schoolchildren. 

If the next generation are to hear only firvaldur (ñbutterflyò), rather than summarfuglur, 

it is questionable whether they will understand the Danish word sommerfugl when 
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 Cf. Thomassen 1985: 9; J.H.W. Poulsen 1994: 251. 

29
 óEru taĦ bara tj·Ħskaparf·lk (nationalistar), sum vilja rßkja fßroyskt?ô (ñDo only nationalists want to 

care for Faroese?ò). 
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hearing it for the first time.30 There is also a suggestion that Faroese purism could 

strengthen the position of Danish. Niclasen (2007: 265) gives the example of an entire 

class failing an examination because of the choice of Faroese words in the questions, 

adding that pupils would prefer questions in Danish (p.235). The extent to which this is 

the case is difficult to determine, but further evidence was found in the questionnaires 

analysed in Chapter 4.31 These examples show that it is not advisable ï or even possible 

ï to consider the Danish language in the Faroes in isolation. 

The questionnaires also highlight the fact that a considerable number of Faroese 

people use the terms danskt (ñDanishò) or donsk orð (ñDanish wordsò) almost 

metonymically to refer to Danish loanwords that have been incorporated into Faroese, 

rather than the Danish language per se.32 The óDanishô of the thesis title has then, in a 

Faroese context, two interlinked meanings and both ought to be considered. 

A further point to be clarified is that this study does not attempt to describe the 

actual speech of the Faroese or the intricacies of Danish influence on the Faroese 

language. A recent publication by H.P. Petersen, The Dynamics of Faroese-Danish 

Language Contact (2010) covers this in considerable detail.33 Rather, the thesis places 

itself within the field commonly known as the sociology of language, óthe study of 

society in relation to languageô (Hudson 1980: 5),34 an area of research that Sigurd 

describes as being particularly suited to the Faroes (1977b: 2). The sociology of 

language focuses on the macro aspects of language in society: languages as entities, 

                                                                 
30

 This example is taken from a conversation overheard in Tórshavn in 2009. A mother corrected her 

husband after he used the word summarfuglur when conversing with their child, telling him that the word 

was now firvaldur. There are many comparable examples. Selås (1996: 43) quotes a source who told her: 

óelefantar eita f²lar... So fortelja tey fyri okkum, ommubßrnini hj§ okkum, hetta er ein f²lur, taĦ eitur ikki 

elefanturô (ñelefantar [ñelephantsò] are called fílar... thatôs what our grandchildren tell us, that is a fílur, 

not an elefanturò). The Danish word is elefant. 

31
 ó[T].d. tá ein er í roynd, so er tað lættari at lesa danskt enn føroyskt. Føroyingar gera ov nógv burtur úr 

at gera tekstirnar so fßroyskar sum mßguligt, iĦ eg ikki haldi er gottô [FST142]. (ñ[F]or example, when 

you are in an exam, itôs easier to read Danish than Faroese. The Faroese make too much of making the 

texts as Faroese as possible, which I donôt think is a good thingò). 

32
 When asked whether Danish is better than Faroese in some circumstances, many pupils answered along 

the lines of: óTaĦ eru so n·gv fßroysk orĦ, sum eg haldi, eru fratbĨtt. T² velji eg ofta at br¼ka donsk orĦ 

²staĦinô [FSS081] (ñThere are so many Faroese words that I consider to be stupid. So I often choose to 

use Danish words instead.ò) Here the student is not saying that he/she code-switches, i.e. uses Danish 

words in Danish form and with Danish pronunciation in an otherwise Faroese sentence, but that he/she 

uses Danish words in Faroese form. 

33
 H.P. Petersenôs work centres on the question: óWhat happens in the speech of asymmetrical bilinguals 

when language A, the dominant language (Faroese), and language B, the embedded language (Danish), 

are closely related?ô (2010: 15). 

34
 As Hudson states, this is óthe converse of our definition of sociolinguisticsô, which considers language 

in relation to society (1980: 5). 
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language planning, language attitudes and government policies regarding language. 

Throughout the thesis, however, specific ómicroô examples are given to exemplify the 

general ómacroô observations. 

 

1.5 The Present Legal Status of Danish 

1.5.1 The Faroes 

Paragraph 11 of the 1948 Home Rule Act states: 

 

(Fa.) § 11. Føroyskt verður viðurkent sum høvuðsmál, men danskt 

skal lærast væl og virðiliga, og danskt kann eins væl og føroyskt 
nýtast í almennum viðurskiftum.35 

 

(Da.) § 11. Færøsk anerkendes som Hovedsproget, men Dansk skal 

læres godt og omhyggeligt, og Dansk kan lige saa vel som Færøsk 
anvendes i offentlige Forhold.36 
 

Additionally, the Act states that when presenting cases of appeal, there is to be a 

Danish translation of all Faroese documents.37 

In 1999, the Faroese government created a board to consider the creation of a 

Faroese constitution (stjórnarskipanarnevnd), and this has presented a draft proposal. 

Under Section 1, Paragraph 6, Item 2, it states: óAlmenna málið er føroysktô.38 At the 

time of writing, the proposal had not been adopted by the Faroese government: to do so 

would constitute a violation of the conditions of the Act as it stands. 

 

1.5.2 Greenland 

Similarly, the 1978 Greenlandic Home Rule Act states: 

 

(Gr.) § 9. Kalaallit oqaasii pingaarnersaallutik oqaasiussapput. 
Danskit oqaasii peqqissaartumik ilinniartitsissutigineqassapput. 
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 ñ§ 11. Faroese is recognised as the main language, but Danish is to be learned well and carefully, and 

Danish, as well as Faroese, can be used in public affairs.ò 

36
 Original capitalisation. 

37
 Fa. óViĦ framlßgu av appelm§lum skal donsk umseting av ßllum fßroyskum skjßlum fylgja viĦ.ô; Da. 

óVed ForelÞggelse af Appelsager skal der medfßlge dansk OversÞttelse af alle Akter paa FÞrßsk.ô 

38
 ñThe public language is Faroeseò. The draft constitution is available at: 

http://www.ssn.fo/Default.aspx?gid=dcf7890f7-4332-4c8c-aeb7-86bb85b4547e (last accessed 23/12/10). 

http://www.ssn.fo/Default.aspx?gid=dcf7890f7-4332-4c8c-aeb7-86bb85b4547e
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Imm. 2. Oqaatsit taakku tamarmik pisortaqarfimmi 
atorneqarsinnaaput.39 

 

(Da.) § 9. Det grønlandske sprog er hovedsproget. Der skal 

undervises grundigt i det danske sprog. 
Stk. 2. Begge sprog kan anvendes i offentlige forhold. 

 

However, during the research period of the thesis (November 2008), the 

Greenlandic government held a referendum on the passing of a new law which would 

increase Greenlandôs autonomy, yet keep it within the Danish Kingdom. 75.54% of 

votes cast (with a turnout of 71.96%) approved the passing of the law.40 Most 

significant for the thesis was the documentôs twentieth paragraph, under Section 7, 

which declared Greenlandic as the official language, with no mention of Danish.41 The 

Act introducing Greenlandic Self-Rule came into force on 13th June 2009.42 

 

1.5.3 Iceland 

Danish has no official status in Iceland.43 The national curriculum does however state 

that Danish is to be learned in Icelandic schools from the fifth class 

(Menntamálaráðuneytið 2006: 14). 

 

1.6 Danish in the Faroes: Some óTruthsô 

As I am not Faroese and, at the time of embarking upon the thesis, had not lived on the 

islands, the subject matter was approached via academic research rather than personal 

experience. Preliminary reading revealed that two ótruthsô about the position of Danish 

in the Faroes frequently recurred in the literature: 

 

1. Danish has now become a foreign language (FL) in the Faroes. 
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 § 9. Greenlandic is the main language. Danish is to be taught thoroughly. Section 2. Both 

languages can be used in public affairs. 

40
www.dk.nanoq.gl/emner/landsstyre/departementer/landsstyreformandens%20departement/selvstyrekont

or/folkeafstemning.aspx (last accessed 22/12/10). 

41
 Da. Kapitel 7, Ä 20. óDet grßnlandske sprog er det officielle sprog i Grßnlandô; Gr. Kapitali 7, Ä 20. 

óKalaallit oqaasii tassaapput Kalaallit Nunaanni pisortatigoortumik oqaatsit.ô 

42
 Da. Lov om Grønlands Selvstyre; Gr. Kalaallit Nunaanni Namminersorneq pillugu inatsit. 

43
 The Icelandic Constitution of 1944 makes no mention of language, not even Icelandic. 

http://www.dk.nanoq.gl/emner/landsstyre/departementer/landsstyreformandens%20departement/selvstyrekontor/folkeafstemning.aspx
http://www.dk.nanoq.gl/emner/landsstyre/departementer/landsstyreformandens%20departement/selvstyrekontor/folkeafstemning.aspx
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This is the general consensus amongst academics writing about Danish in the Faroes 

today, as seen for example in the introduction to the recent English-language Faroese 

textbook:  

 

Today, Faroese is defined as the national language of the Faroe 

Islanders with Danish being considered a foreign language (although 
it remains an obligatory subject in schools). 

(Adams and Petersen 2009a: vii) 

 

A similar sentiment has been echoed by, for example, J.H.W. Poulsen (1994: 255), 

Hagström (1984b: 180), Voss (1982: 80) and, most emphatically, Nauerby (1996: 130, 

136, 140). 

In 1.2.2 some of the ways in which the position of Danish has changed in the 

Faroes were discussed. For centuries, however, Danish was the Faroese written 

language. Until only a few decades ago it would have been unthinkable to write even a 

love letter in anything but Danish (J.H.W. Poulsen 1993: 111). This would be 

inconceivable for the Faroese today. 

It is perfectly understandable that, in an attempt to summarise these considerable 

changes in one sentence for (presumably) an overseas readership, the FL designation 

seems useful as a way of describing what Danish has become.44 The thesis argues, 

however, that it is both unhelpful and misleading to apply the FL label to Danish. I 

propose that a new approach based on a post-colonial perspective could prove more 

useful and provide fresh insights.45 

 

2. Whereas some older Faroese maintain the tradition of pronouncing Danish 

according to the spelling as it appears to a Faroese reader ï a phenomenon 

caused by the fact that Danish was traditionally learned from books ï most, if 

not all younger speakers now pronounce Danish as it is spoken in Denmark, a 

                                                                 
44

 Although post-colonial theory is not explained until Chapter 2, this need to sum up the changes that 

have occurred for a foreign audience ties in with Malan Marnersd·ttirôs observation: óthat colonies and 

former colonies often have to define their position in the world in order to attract the worldôs attention is a 

widely-held postcolonial attitudeô (2007: 154).  

45
 Discussion of a language in a society becoming óforeignô is not uncommon. Majumdar (2007: 157) 

describes French in Algeria as having been órelegated [...] to the status of a foreign languageô. Some of 

Moagôs examples from the South Pacific are discussed in 2.2.2. 
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practice which is heavily encouraged in schools. The traditional method is 

popularly called Gøtudanskt.46 

 

This view has also been promoted by a range of academics, such as J.H.W. Poulsen 

(1993: 112; 2003: 383), Nauerby (1996: 131), Wylie and Margolin (1981: 79) and H.P. 

Petersen (2008: 45). 

 Nauerbyôs illuminating No Nation is an Island (1996) is one of few works to 

analyse (rather than merely comment on) the way in which Faroese pronunciation of 

Danish has changed over the past century. He draws the above two ótruthsô together and 

describes the changes identified in the latter as symptomatic of the former: the unseating 

of Gøtudanskt by a pronunciation that could have come directly from (somewhere in) 

Denmark47 accompanies the shift of Danish from óan internal Faroese language variantô 

to óan external foreign languageô (p.130). Nauerby supports his conclusions with several 

non-academic voices (interviewees) from the Faroes: 

 

Unfortunately there has been a swing away from gøtudanskt in the 
1970s and the process is now virtually complete. Itôs a great shame. 

[...] I donôt really know why. I think it has to do with the fact that 
Danish has increasingly become a foreign language in the same way 

that it happened in Iceland. 
(Nauerby 1996: 132) 

 

Academic writing on the subject, both from the islands and abroad, appears to 

take the two ótruthsô for granted, with very little detailed reasoning provided. Only 

Nauerby attempts to contextualise them to any degree. The obvious inaccuracy of 

categorising Danish as a FL along with others such as (from a Faroese perspective) 

German and French is constantly overlooked. Section 1.7 focuses on the reasons why 

FL is a term best avoided when discussing Danish in the Faroes. Furthermore, as 

Chapters 3 and 5 demonstrate, the historical and contemporary roles of Danish in 

Faroese society bear no resemblance to those of these other, truly foreign, languages. 

The Danish language in the Faroes today must be described in another way ï and new 
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 See 3.2 for more on Gøtudanskt and an attempt to clarify a confusing term in Faroese academic writing. 

This ótraditionalô method of pronouncing Danish is one of two language varieties that the term has come 

to denote. 

47
 At a 1987 conference in Reykjavík, Iceland, a discussion group including three authorities on Danish in 

the Faroes, J.H.W. Poulsen, Bent Søndergaard and Jeffrei Henriksen, concluded that Copenhagen Danish 

is generally promoted in Faroese and Greenlandic schools (Nielsen 1988: 180). 
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terminology is necessary. As regards Gøtudanskt (as defined here), Chapter 5 

demonstrates that it has not yet been confined to the annals of Faroese history, yet 

continues to exist, although in a different context from before. Academic writing has 

paid little attention to this. 

The consequence of the widespread acceptance and repetition of these ófactsô is 

that one who approaches the Faroese language debate through previous academic 

research is given a somewhat inaccurate impression of what to expect óon the groundô. 

 

1.7 Danish as a óForeign Languageô in the Faroes 

The term óforeign languageô is problematic. As shown in 1.5.1, Danish is an official 

language in the Faroes under the Home Rule Act: it may be used in all public spheres of 

society, even though only a small minority of the local population speaks it as a first 

language. If we consider a standard definition of óforeignô as óbelonging to, coming 

from, or characteristic of another country or nationô,48 it becomes difficult to think of 

Danish as fully foreign in the Faroes. Furthermore, as the questionnaires demonstrate 

(Chapter 4), there are even a number of native Faroese who are more comfortable with 

reading or writing Danish than Faroese. When a language has made such inroads into 

the linguistic practice of some members of the local population, it seems questionable to 

label it óforeignô. 

The periodical Språk i Norden, published with support from the Nordic 

Language Council, defines an FL as: 

 

[ett] Språk som lärs in i en miljö där det inte hör naturligt hemma. Ett 
typiskt exempel i Norden är engelska som lärs ut som obligatoriskt 
ämne i skolan.49 

(Språk i Norden 2006: 30) 

 

Aside from the fact that ódär det inte hör naturligt hemmaô is clearly subjective, 

the inclusion of English in the Nordic countries as an example of a typical FL arguably 

invalidates the claim that Danish plays this same role in the Faroes. The use of a single 

label to describe any language spoken on the islands that is not Faroese glosses over the 
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 Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (2007). 

49
 ñ(A) language which is learned in an environment in which it does not naturally belong. A typical 

example in the Nordic countries is English, which is taught as a compulsory subject in school.ò 
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important differences between the ways in which, for example, English and Danish are 

used in modern Faroese society. Furthermore, categorising both English and Danish as 

foreign from a Faroese perspective ignores the very different historical relationships 

between them and Faroese society. 

A definition of FL given by Richards, Platt and Weber is: 

 

[A]  language which is taught as a school subject but which is not 
used as a medium of communication within a country (e.g. in 
government, business or industry). English is described as a foreign 

language in France, Japan, China, etc.50 
(Richards, Platt and Weber 1985: 108) 

 

This definition has become somewhat out-dated: English is used in business and 

industry all over the world today, and, as Deane indicates, English óis not merely the 

language of a country or an Empire or of an invading culture; it is the language of a 

condition ï modernityô (2000: 51). Consequently, English has achieved a special status. 

Nevertheless, the definition is useful. As later chapters demonstrate, Danish is still used 

as a medium of communication in the Faroes in a limited number of domains, from 

government to the media, although usually never between the Faroese themselves. This 

is further evidence that the description of a shift towards an FL status is not a 

satisfactory description of the changes that have taken place. 

Phillipson (1992: 25) considers the position of English in the Nordic countries, 

(óScandinavia and Finlandô), and draws the conclusion that English there is undergoing 

an FL to SL shift. As far as Denmark is concerned, this sentiment was echoed as early 

as in 1990 by the Danish Minister of Education, Bertel Haarder (in Phillipson 1992: 9). 

Phillipsonôs conclusion is founded upon the following: 

 

[S]uccess or failure in English at school may be decisive for 

educational and career prospects, meaning that English has a social 
stratificational function within the country: textbooks written in 

English are used in virtually all university degree programmes, 
meaning that English is a pre-condition for higher educational 
qualifications; much inter-Scandinavian academic discourse, at 

conferences and in journals takes place in English, meaning that 
English is domestically a necessary professional skill. Major 

Scandinavian corporations increasingly use English as the in-
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 Rather ó[A] language which could be taught as a school subjectô. 
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company language (Hollqvist 1984). Many programmes from core 
English-speaking countries are shown on television, with the original 

soundtrack. Customers need to be able to read product descriptions 
and instructions in English. Newspapers regularly use words 

borrowed from English, and even though their statistical frequency is 
not very high, the degree of their integration into the Scandinavian 
languages and the ways in which the loans are used result in a feeling 

that the English language is conspicuous (Chrystal 1988). 
Unquestionably the number of domains where English is becoming 

indispensable in Scandinavia is increasing constantly. In a real sense 
English can be regarded as a second language rather than a foreign 
language in the Nordic countries. 

(Phillipson 1992: 25) 

 

As he makes no mention of them, it is unclear whether Phillipson would 

consider the Faroes part of Scandinavia, the Nordic countries or neither, but I consider 

the above statements about English to be equally valid for the Faroes. However, Danish 

is used much more there than English: Danish is used in secondary level textbooks; 

competence in Danish is a requirement for Faroese studying at a Danish university; 

customers need to be able to read product descriptions and instructions in Danish; 

almost all literature aimed at adults is in Danish; all foreign films and television 

programmes are adapted for a Danish-speaking population (with Danish 

subtitles/dubbing);51 many Danish words are inserted into spoken Faroese (albeit it in a 

Faroese form). The contradiction is clear: how can English be described as a second 

language (SL) in Scandinavia and Danish described as an FL in the Faroes? 

Neither can Danish in the Faroes easily be considered an SL, according to the 

definition offered by Richards, Platt and Weber: 

 

[A]  language which is not a native language in a country but which is 

widely used as a medium of communication (e.g. in education and in 
government) and which is usually used alongside another language 

or languages. English is described as a second language in countries 
such as Fiji, Singapore and Nigeria.  

(Richards, Platt and Weber 1985: 108-9) 

 

Danish is used much less in the Faroes than English in the countries listed as examples 

here. Rather, this definition seems to reflect the position of Danish in the Faroes in the 
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 Recently childrenôs television programmes on Sjónvarp Føroya, the national broadcaster, have been 

dubbed in Faroese or given Faroese subtitles. However, no childrenôs DVDs have Faroese subtitles or 

dubbing. 
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late nineteenth-century when Faroese nationalism began to develop. SL is, therefore, 

also an inadequate label for Danish in contemporary Faroese society. 

The FL/SL dichotomy also ignores what NgȈgǫ wa Thiongôo describes as the 

ódual characterô of language, functioning both as a means of communication and as a 

carrier of culture (1986: 13). He gives, coincidentally, the example of English, which is 

spoken by the British and the Scandinavians (he specifically names the Swedes and the 

Danes). Yet, whereas English only functions as a medium of communication for the 

Scandinavians, for the British it remains a carrier of their culture. A language may no 

longer be used in a given society, but it may still act in this carrier role even if it only 

represents the culture of a certain time period which has since ended: the FL label 

overlooks this cultural aspect. 

The situation is further complicated by the fact that one Scandinavian word for 

óforeignô, appearing in Faroese as fremmandur and in Danish as fremmed, additionally 

translates into English as óstrangeô or óunknownô.52 This renders an analysis of the use 

of the term óforeignô in Scandinavian texts relating to Danish in the Faroes troublesome 

(i.e. When did a local equivalent to the English word óforeignô begin to appear in 

Faroese sources as a way of describing Danish?). In actual fact, the idea of Danish as an 

FL on the islands is an old one, dating back to some of the earliest discussions of the 

Faroese/Danish relationship, such as Svend Grundtvigôs Dansken paa Færøerne (1845: 

27),53 but Nauerby, for example, uses the term differently, identifying the FL status of 

Danish on the islands as the culmination of a process of linguistic change. 

Benedict Andersonôs oft-cited premise behind his seminal work Imagined 

Communities (2006) is that national communities are constructs of the imagination. He 

notes that the definition of a nation is: 

 

[A]n imagined political community ï and imagined as both 
inherently limited and sovereign. It is imagined because the numbers 
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 For example, V.U. Hammershaimb (1819-1909), the creator of the official Faroese orthography, 

describes Danish as óendnu et fremmed Sprog for FÞringerneô (ñstill a ófremmedô language for the 

Faroeseò), yet observes that they have become ósaa vante til detteô (ñso accustomed to itò). It is difficult to 

determine what he means by ófremmedô here (Hammershaimb 1844: 86). 

53
 óEt Folks Modersmaal skal altsaa tilstedes, èforsaavidt det muligen kunde være fornødent til Udvikling 

af Børnenes Begreber«, men dog fornemmelig til at faae dem »grundig« lært et fremmed Sprog, hvorved 

det da gjøres ufornßdent!ô (ñA nationôs mother tongue is, therefore, permitted óinsofar as it potentially 

may be necessary for the development of the childôs ideasô, but chiefly so that they may be taught a 

foreign language thoroughly, whereby it then becomes unnecessary!ò). Here it seems reasonable to 

assume that Grundtvig means óforeignô, rather than óunknownô. 
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of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-
members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each 

lives the image of their communion. 
(Anderson 2006: 6) 

 

If we are to accept Andersonôs thinking, we must acknowledge the power of the 

mind in the creation of identity. Therefore, the task of deciding what is or what is not 

part of the community must rest with its members. I consider that the labelling of a 

language variety as óforeignô is not something that can be determined by academics: 

rather, the people themselves, in this case the Faroese, should be asked. To my 

knowledge, this study is the first to do so (see 4.4.5). 

There is clearly good reason to be dissatisfied with what appears to be the 

general consensus among academics, that Danish has become an FL in the Faroes. 

However, there certainly have been developments in the linguistic climate of the Faroes, 

and these changes must be contextualised. 

 

1.7.1 A Case Study 

Although many academics have used the same terminology as Nauerby and described 

the position of Danish as having shifted from SL to FL, there are no other detailed 

studies or articles describing such a shift in the Faroes. Other academics have, however, 

used a similar model to analyse language shifts within a post-colonial context elsewhere 

in the world. 

Moag (1992) has considered the changing position of the colonial language in 

former colonies, focusing his attention on English in Fiji, Tonga and the Philippines. 

When describing the changes that have taken place in the former colonies, he uses the 

FL/SL distinction. He describes a cycle, whereby English arrives in the colony as an FL, 

becomes an SL and then ultimately becomes an FL once more, when it is displaced: 

 

by a local, official language, usually through the processes of 
language planning [...] in those very domains of government 

activities, education and the media which had permitted English to 
rise to a position of dominance during the pre-independence period. 

(Moag 1992: 245-6) 

 

He adds that óEnglish is bound, in time, to revert to the status it held much earlier in the 

life cycleô, i.e. the FL status. Although this has not happened in the South Pacific, Moag 
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sees it as óimminentô in the Philippines and óclearly under way in other multilingual 

nations of Africa and Asiaô (ibid.). Moagôs article leaves no reason for believing that 

this final stage in the cycle cannot happen in the South Pacific ï on the contrary, the 

phrase óEnglish is bound [...] to revert [...]ô implies that this will  happen in the future. 

There are two main weaknesses with Moagôs argument. Firstly, the FL 

designation is problematic. As we have seen previously, Danish in the Faroes is often 

considered to be an FL, but the reality there does not correlate with common definitions 

of the term. While the Faroes and Tonga are clearly two very different societies, it 

would appear that the use of the FL term is not straightforward in Tonga either. Moagôs 

description of English in Tonga appears self-contradictory. He stresses that English óis 

still a foreign (not a second) languageô, implying that English in Tonga is still at the first 

stage in the cycle (p.237), but later adds that óTongans and Fijians [...] find English the 

only safe medium in which to address those of higher status [...] This is aided by the 

fact that English in the second-language context has a more limited repertoire of social 

variantsô (p.239, emphasis added). That Moag describes English in Tonga today as a 

foreign language that is able to operate within a ósecond-language contextô highlights 

the weakness of the terminology within a post-colonial framework. 

Moag provides examples of the difference in language acquisition between those 

who acquire English as an SL and those who learn it as an FL. He does not restrict this 

to the geographical areas he has considered in the article, but aims to give his findings 

general validity. When English is an FL, he argues, óonly the formal variety is 

acquiredô, with learning taking place ólargely through formal study, mainly in 

adolescence or adulthoodô (p.248). However, in what he terms the óESL (English as a 

Second Language) post-colonial societyô, 

 

[m]any children acquire some active competence in the informal 
variety of English before entering school, through playground 

activities and in informal socialization, shopping and other activities 
outside school. 

(Moag 1992: 248) 

 

He adds that the media also influences children in this way (ibid.). Acquisition of 

Danish in the Faroes is still much closer to that of an SL, based on Moagôs description, 

than to an FL, yet Danish is increasingly described as a FL on the islands. New 

terminology is needed to analyse and describe this. While Moag cannot be criticised 
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merely because his observations on English in the South Pacific and the Philippines are 

not readily applicable to the position of Danish in the Faroes, it is clear that the trends 

he identifies cannot be applied to all colonies where a shift in the position and status of 

the colonial language has taken place.  

Secondly, Moag does not take into consideration the fact that some of the small 

South Pacific nations he is analysing may, in theory, never be in a position to minimise 

the position of English in society in the way he foresaw in the Philippines. Some former 

colonies will require the use of the colonial language for the indefinite future, yet the FL 

label obscures any differences that may exist between the status of this language before 

and after colonialism came to an end. 

Just as has been demonstrated in the case of the Faroes, this example illustrates 

that the FL/SL distinction is not always helpful in discussing the linguistic situation of 

former colonies. If new terms and concepts are developed to describe Danish in the 

Faroes, they could well have wider application. 

 

1.7.2 Further Evidence of the Need for New Terminology 

The fuzziness of the terms SL and FL in a post-colonial context is not the only problem. 

Current theory and terminology present other difficulties. Research into the colonial 

language in post-colonial societies is difficult to compare as there is no standardised 

terminology and no standard theoretical perspective. Whereas some researchers have 

noticed similar trends when researching different post-colonial language use, these can 

be given different names and there is often a lack of clarification or definition. The 

process whereby a colonial language is no longer considered foreign (or colonial) is 

described as óinternalizationô by Fishman (1996b: 630), whereas Kachru (2006: 274) 

describes a process whereby English is no longer considered an óalienô tongue in India 

as ónativizingô and óacculturatingô, or óIndianizingô. Similarly, Bokamba (1992: 140), 

who also acknowledges the variation in terms, describes the process of adapting English 

óto local or regional linguistic conditionsô in Africa as Africanization. This lack of 

uniformity impedes an understanding of the greater picture, and this is an issue that the 

thesis addresses. If the terminology could be standardised, it would be considerably 

easier to identify parallels between post-colonial societies. This study aims to identify, 

define and label some of the processes a colonial language can go through once the 

colonial period has ended, while also considering the historical context. The resulting 

observations will, of course, not be exhaustive, as it cannot be expected that the small 
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Danish colonial sphere will include examples of all the potential changes a colonial 

language can undergo, but the sheer variety of colonial situations within Danish 

colonialism, coupled with its diminutive size, means that contrasting processes can be 

easily identified. 

 

1.8 Structure 

The body of the thesis consists of five main chapters (2-6). A final chapter (7) presents 

the principal conclusions and findings of the thesis. 

Due to the interdisciplinary nature of the study, covering, for example, areas of 

literary theory and applied linguistics, there is no all-embracing literature review at the 

outset. Rather, reviews of the literature and previous research relevant to the field are 

included as the various subject areas are introduced. 

Chapters 2-6 deal with the following: 

 

2. Theory and Methodology 

This chapter considers post-colonial theory. After an introduction to post-colonialism 

and how the term is to be understood in this study, two theories of crucial importance 

for this thesis are introduced: Gayatri Spivakôs Othering and Louis Althusserôs 

interpellation and theories on ideology. Following discussion of these theoretical works, 

the concepts of saming, othering and linguistic autonomy are introduced and explained. 

The chapter goes on to consider post-colonialism and the Faroes, both regarding what 

has been written previously within the field, and the extent to which it is appropriate to 

analyse the Faroes from a post-colonial perspective. Chapter 2 also details the 

methodology to be used in the thesis. 

 

3. Colonisation 

This chapter examines how Danish came to the Faroes and considers the developments 

which enabled it to become an óinternal Faroese language variantô (Nauerby 1996: 130). 

The concept of saming and Althusserôs theories on ideology and interpellation are used 

in the analysis. Chapter 3 also considers and clarifies the term Gøtudanskt. 
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4. Empirical Data 

The fourth chapter presents and analyses the data collected in the questionnaire surveys 

that were undertaken in the Faroes between May 2009 and May 2010. 

 

5. Decolonisation 

Using the concepts of language othering and linguistic autonomy, Chapter 5 focuses on 

the developments of the past century which have led most academics writing about 

Danish on the islands today to declare it an FL. The final part considers the ways in 

which continued use of the former colonial language in a post-colonial society can be 

made acceptable to the once colonised. 

 

6. Greenland 

As stated in 1.1, for the peculiarities of the Faroese colonial experience and the 

significance of the close Faroese-Danish cultural and linguistic relationship to be 

understood fully, comparison with a more typical former colony should be undertaken. 

The sixth chapter therefore looks at Greenland, another self-governing territory within 

the Danish Kingdom. The data from the Greenlandic questionnaire is presented and 

compared with the findings of the previous chapters. 
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2. THEORY AND METHODOLOGY  

 

To study postcolonialism is to force a definition. 

(Featherstone 2005: 6) 

 

2.1 Introduction54 

Though the term is often used in contemporary academic research, the definition of 

ópost(-)colonialismô cannot be taken for granted. Since the end of the Second World 

War, ópost-colonialô has been used to refer to an astonishing range of processes and 

discourses. As Ashcroft et al. explain, the term was first used by historians with óa 

clearly chronological meaningô to designate the post-independence period of the new 

states that emerged from the former colonies in the decades after 1945 (as in ópost-

colonial stateô; 2007: 168). From the late 1970s, however, literary critics used the term 

in discussion of óthe various cultural effects of colonizationô (ibid.). In time, 

consideration of the ópost-colonialô became well established within literary studies, with 

Edward Said (1935-2003), Gayatri Spivak (b.1942) and Homi K. Bhabha (b.1949) 

among the most important commentators.55 The terms ópost-colonialô and the resulting 

ópost-colonialismô are still most frequently used in this literary sense. 

Towards the end of the twentieth century, however, the use of the term was 

expanded through two separate, yet simultaneous, developments. Firstly, ópost-colonialô 

was applied to a wide range of cultural spheres, rather than just literature, such as 

language or politics. For example, Featherstone (2005), considers post-colonial music, 

dance, sport and oral performance, although these areas remain unusual within post-

colonial study. Secondly, the term became so broad that it was used to refer to óany kind 

of marginality at allô (Ashcroft et al. 2006: 2), including situations that bore no 

relationship to the reality of European colonialism. As Howe (2000: 108) explains, 

óMuch current writing in this vein [...] uses the term to denote patterns of domination, or 
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 Extracts from Chapters 2 and 3 were collated and published as an article in Scandinavica (vol. 49/2 

2010) in July 2011. This has been included as Appendix 6. 

55
 Edmund Saidôs Orientalism (1978), in which he argues that óthe Orientô is a Western construction, is 

widely considered the founding document of post-colonial studies. McLeod (2000: 23) suggests, 

however, that this view overlooks the pre-1978 observations of anti-colonial writers, such as Frantz 

Fanon (1925-61) and NgȈgǫ wa Thiongôo (b.1938). This latter opinion is echoed by Brydon (2004: 169). 
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even merely of transregional contact, which actually preceded, succeeded or indeed 

were substantially disengaged from periods of actual conquest, possession and ruleô. 

Thus used, the term risks losing value altogether. 

An additional difficulty, which McLeod highlights within literary studies, is that 

ï partly due to the óimpenetrableô nature of much of the writing of Spivak and Bhabha ï 

ópostcolonial theoryô has almost become óa separate discipline in its own right, 

sometimes at the expense of criticism of postcolonial literatureô (2000: 29). 

Discussion of ópost-colonialismô even extends to the use of the hyphen. 

Ashcroft, who particularly focuses on the hyphen debate, argues that hyphenation 

ódistinguishes the term from [...] unlocated, abstract and poststructuralist theorizingô, 

which arises when the theory is separated from historical fact, i.e. when post-colonial is 

applied to situations that have limited or no connection to European colonialism (2001: 

10). The ópost-ô prefix is, of course, used in the names applied to several theoretical 

perspectives: poststructuralism, postmodernism, etc. Appiah compares the ópost-ô in 

post-colonialism with that in postmodernism. He notes ófrom the Enlightenment on, in 

Europe and European-derived cultures, that ñafterò [i.e. the óafterô implied by the ópost-ô 

prefix] has also meant ñabove and beyondòô (1992: 227). McHale considers the ópost-ô 

in postmodernist to óemphasize the element of logical and historical consequence rather 

than sheer temporal posterityô.56 The thesis retains the hyphen, as the use of the ópost-ô 

here clearly differs from that outlined by McHale, and to emphasise the rooting of the 

analysis in the historical reality of European colonialism.57 

For ópost-colonialô to be useful, it must be defined and limits established. While 

acknowledging the weakness of combining vastly different colonial scenarios under one 

all-encompassing term, Featherstone suggests that post-colonialism makes ómost senseô 

when taken to mean the period of the óliberation struggles of the twentieth century and 

their aftermathô (2005: 5-6). Ashcroft et al. suggest a more limited spatial definition by 

specifying óthe process and effects of, and reactions to European colonialismô (2007: 

169; emphasis added), although Featherstone had presumably taken this European 

aspect for granted. Ashcroft et al. also specify that post-colonialism should be taken to 

include developments from the commencement of colonisation, rather than from the 

point at which (official) colonialism ended: ófrom the sixteenth century up to and 
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 In Appiah (1992: 227). 

57
 In quotations hyphen use reflects the original. 
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including the neo-colonialism of the present dayô (ibid.). The thesis follows this line of 

thought, i.e. that the aftermath of colonialism cannot be considered in isolation from the 

historical processes that formed it. 

Two other developments should be mentioned here. Firstly, post-colonial study 

is largely a product of what Weaver terms the óAnglocolonial worldô, by which he 

primarily means Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the United States and India (2000: 

224).58 Consequently, much of the literature on post-colonialism focuses on former 

British colonies. Therefore, when identifying processes and trends within post-colonial 

societies, many commentators fail to acknowledge that these could have wider 

application to colonial situations not involving Britain or the English language. For 

example, Ashcroft et al. (2007: 3) define the post-colonial process of appropriation, 

which describes adaptation of the language/culture of the colonisers by the colonised to 

suit their own needs, as óthe process of English adaption itselfô, rather than, say, óthe 

process of adapting the colonial language (or culture, etc.) itselfô.59 Similarly, Bokamba 

(1992: 140) describes Africanization (cf. 1.7.2) as when óEnglish is adapted to local or 

regional linguistic conditionsô, glossing over the fact that such a process may well take 

place in African countries where Portuguese or French were the colonial languages, for 

example. While Britain was the worldôs largest colonial power, the preoccupation with 

its colonies alone is a potential weakness in post-colonial study.60 

Secondly, as post-colonial studies have focused so much attention on Africa and 

Asia, as the main targets of British colonial expansion, ópost-colonialô has become what 

Larsen (2000: 25) labels a óeuphemismô for óthird worldô ï essentially a politically 

correct way of referring to a large proportion of the worldôs nations, now that the terms 

ódeveloping countryô and óthird worldô have fallen out of favour. Similarly, Ashcroft et 

al. write that ópost-colonialô is often associated with the óeconomically 

ñunderdevelopedòô (2006: 3). This is problematic for three reasons. First of all, it 

ignores those territories that were colonies, but are not traditionally considered part of 

the óthird worldô, such as those located in Europe; secondly, it permanently places those 
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 Both Spivak and Bhabha are Indian academics, for example. 

59
 Several pages on, Ashcroft et al. do however give a general definition of appropriation as: óthe ways in 

which post-colonial societies take over those aspects of the imperial culture ï language, forms of writing, 

film, theatre, even modes of thought and argument such as rationalism, logic and analysis ï that may be 

of use to them in articulating their own social and cultural identitiesô (2007: 15). 

60
 Young (2001: 3, 31) is one of few standard textbooks on post-colonialism even to acknowledge 

Denmarkôs role as a colonial power. 
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territories labelled by the term on an inferior level with regard to the West ï whatever 

progress has been made since the colonial period ended ï since ópost-colonialô is 

arguably a condition that never ends; thirdly, as Spivak (1993: 56) observes, through the 

study of colonial discourse, citizens of the óthird worldô become óobjects of 

investigationô, and those who involve themselves in this type of post-colonial study 

(Spivak is specifically addressing teachers) become ócomplicitous in the penetration of a 

ñnew orientalismòô. 

While I agree that ópost-colonialô should only be applied to countries that were 

affected by the historical reality of European colonialism, its application is nevertheless 

expanded to analyse the use and position of the colonial language in the (former) 

colony. Traditionally, ópost-colonialô has been connected with the literary production of 

an ex-colony. While a considerable number of commentators have analysed the position 

and status of the colonial language after the colonial period has ended, it is much more 

unusual to apply aspects of post-colonial theory to an analysis of language in society. 

 For reasons of geography, ethnicity and/or culture, post-colonialists may 

consider the application of ópost-colonialô and its theories to the Faroes and Iceland in 

particular a further expansion in its meaning. However, such a departure appears to be 

in keeping with the original meaning of the term. Furthermore, recent trends involving 

the application of post-colonial theories to Ireland already indicate a move in this 

direction (see Lloyd 1993; Howe 2000; Hooper and Graham 2002; Carroll and King 

2003). The eligibility of the countries of the NAR to be discussed from a post-colonial 

perspective is addressed in 2.4. 

A specific point made by Howe (2000: 4) is that whenever there is debate about 

whether a given society is ócolonialô or otherwise, there is óa tendency (although far 

from a universal one) for the term to be employed more by those whose judgements on 

the phenomena discussed [i.e. on the relationship between the coloniser and the 

colonised] are most sharply negativeô. He claims that this trend is particularly relevant 

in the case of Ireland, where those who are anti-British are much more likely to use 

terms such as ócolonialô. 2.4.1 demonstrates that, even now, this is also still the case in 

the Faroes. 
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2.2 A Post-Colonial Theory? 

While it is possible to formulate how one should conduct a standardised post-colonial 

reading of a text,61 it is not possible to speak of a uniform post-colonial theory. Post-

colonial study, although often termed ópost-colonial theoryô, is a collection of theories 

and concepts which are considered post-colonial either by design, i.e. specifically with 

post-colonial states in mind, such as Gayatri Spivakôs othering, or retrospectively, such 

as the French Marxist critic Louis Althusserôs (1918-90) interpellation and theories on 

ideology.62 This section discusses ideas from Spivak and Althusser in some detail, as 

well as introducing three new concepts, which together provide the theoretical 

framework for the thesis. 

 

2.2.1 Gayatri Spivakôs Othering 

Consideration of the Other/other ï the distinction will be addressed shortly ï is 

fundamental to post-colonial studies. As Ashcroft et al. state, the term is frequently used 

in existential philosophy, but óthe definition of the term as used in current post-colonial 

theory is rooted in the Freudian and post-Freudian analysis of the formation of 

subjectivityô (2007: 155). The work of the French psychoanalyst and theorist, Jacques 

Lacan (1901-81), forms much of the foundation for present use of the term within post-

colonial studies. Lacan uses the term in two distinct orthographical forms:63 

 

1. The óotherô ï with a lower case óoô ï which, in Lacanôs original example, refers 

to the reflection a small child sees in the mirror. The child sees óa mass of limbs 

and feelingsô, but a hope is ógroundedô for an óanticipated masteryô of these 

which will become the basis of the ego (Ashcroft et al. 2007: 155). In post-

colonial study, this óotherô symbolises the colonised others who are 

ómarginalized by imperial discourse, identified by their difference from the 
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 See Kossew 1996: 11-12 (see 2.5 in the thesis); Gualtieri 1996. 

62
 To clarify further: while Spivak does not consider herself a post-colonialist, she is often described as 

one. The difference between Spivak and Althusser is that Spivak is fully conscious of the theoretical 

world into which she is placed. By contrast, Althusserôs writings were appropriated by post-colonial 

theorists after his death. 

63
 Lacanôs original French terms are lôautre (óthe otherô) and lôAutre or le grand autre (óthe Otherô; Lacan 

1968). 
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centre and, perhaps crucially, become the focus of anticipated mastery by the 

imperial ñegoòô (ibid.). 

2. The óOtherô ï with an upper case óOô ï which, in Lacanôs example, can refer to: 

óthe mother whose separation from the subject [the child] locates her as the first 

focus of desire, [...] the father whose Otherness locates the subject in the 

symbolic order [or] the unconscious itself because the subconscious is structured 

like a language that is separate from the language of the subjectô (ibid.). In 

contemporary post-colonial theorising, this óOtherô can come to represent óthe 

imperial centre, imperial discourse or the empire itselfô (ibid.). Through this 

Other, the other, the colonised subject, gains a sense of its identity and comes to 

understand the world and its position in it.64 

 

The term óotheringô is attributed to Gayatri Spivak (1985), and refers to the 

process by which óothersô are created by the colonisers. Othering reinforces the fact that 

the colonised, the other, is different from the self, yet it is, by definition, a twofold 

process whereby the identities of the colonised and the coloniser are established 

simultaneously. In this model, the coloniser is the óothererô, the one who imposes the 

óotheringô. Spivak (1985: 132-5) gives three examples of othering, one of which is taken 

from a letter written by Captain Geoffrey Birch, an assistant agent of the Governor of 

India, to Charles Metcalfe, the Resident at Delhi, at the end of 1815. Birch has taken a 

journey across the Indo-Gangetic plains to the Governorôs Secretary in Calcutta. He has 

done this óto acquaint the people who they are subject to, for as I suspected they were 

not properly informed of it and seem only to have heard of our existence from 

conquering the Goorkah and from having seen a few Europeans passing throô the 

countryô (p.133). Spivak writes that Birch ósees himself as a representative imageô: 

 

By his sight and utterance rumor is being replaced by information, 
the figure of the European on the hills is being reinscribed from 
stranger to Master, to the sovereign as Subject with a capital S, even 
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 In an interdisciplinary study confusion can occur when a single term, here ósubjectô, is used differently 

in two relevant disciplines, particularly when the usages appear contradictory. In post-colonialism, the 

ósubjectô refers to the object of the colonial experience, people who have been subjected to foreign rule. 

This is incompatible with the traditional (although inaccurate) laymanôs definition within linguistics of 

the subject as the ódoerô of an action. (Crystal [2008: 461] comments on this traditional view of the 

ósubjectô in linguistics and the fact that it is simply wrong when talking about passive subjects, for 

example.) Where possible, the thesis avoids the term. Where unavoidable, such as when discussing 

Althusserôs ideas (see 2.2.2), ósubjectô is to be understood in its post-colonial sense. 
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as the native shrinks into the consolidating subjected subject in the 
lower case. The truth value of the stranger is being established as the 

reference point for the true (insertion into) history of these wild 
regions. 

(Spivak 1985: 133) 

 

This is an example of othering. What Spivak is saying is that by presenting himself to 

the local population in this way, Birch is establishing the distance between the coloniser 

and the colonised, and their separate identities; he as óthe Otherô, the masterful 

coloniser, and they as óthe otherô, the colonised subject. Spivak describes this as Birch 

óworlding their own [the colonisedôs] world, which is far from uninscribed earth, anew, 

by obliging them to domesticate the alien as Masterô (p.133).65 All that has gone before 

ï the colonisedôs own concept of their place in the world and their relation to it ï is 

ousted. The significant element here ï as we shall see later ï is that no word is uttered. 

Birch does not have to tell the locals of their subordinate role: action suffices. He needs 

only to appear before them, and the rumours they have heard are established as fact. 

 Ashcroft et al. provide a useful example from the South African novelist J.M. 

Coetzeeôs Waiting for the Barbarians. A magistrate, the narrator, is working in an 

outpost town where there is little trouble, when a functionary from the secret police 

arrives to extract information about the threat from the óbarbariansô. However, there is 

no óbarbarianô threat and there were no troubles before the arrival of the secret police. 

As Ashcroft et al. note, this ódoes not deter Colonel Joll (the functionary), for [... he] is 

in the business of creating the enemy, of delineating that opposition that may exist, in 

order that the empire might define itself by its geographical and racial othersô (2007: 

157-8). Through othering, binary identities are established. 

Othering is essentially a colonial process, rather than post-colonial, since once 

the colonial relationship comes to its conclusion (not necessarily at the point at which 

official colonialism ends), the coloniser is no longer in a position to further subjectify, 

i.e. make subjects of, the colonised. The power has shifted, and the colonised are better 

placed to redefine themselves, and commence the processes of decolonisation.66 

 

                                                                 
65

 óWorldingô, another term coined by Spivak, is best defined as óthe way in which colonized space is 

brought into the ñworldò, that is, made to exist as part of a world essentially constructed by Euro-

centrismô (Ashcroft et al. 2007: 225). 

66
 Defined by Ashcroft et al. as óthe process of revealing and dismantling colonialist power in all its 

formsô (2007: 56). 
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2.2.2 Louis Althusserôs Interpellation and Theories on Ideology 

In his study of the writings of Althusser, Ferretter (2006: 7) states that for those who 

seek to óunderstand the significance of contemporary forms of politically committed 

theory and criticismô ï in which he includes post-colonial criticism ï óit is essential to 

read and understand the work of Althusser, to which all of them are in various ways 

indebtedô. Unlike Spivak, Althusser did not focus his work on former colonies, but was 

a Marxist philosopher whose ówork consisted entirely in understanding [...] the 

immense theoretical revolution that had taken place in the work of Karl Marxô (p.11). 

However, as Ferretter indicates, post-colonial study is one of a number of fields within 

which scholars have, to use the post-colonial term, appropriated the writings of 

Althusser and identified their significance for their area of research. Ashcroft (2001: 36) 

tries to show why ómajor theories of subject formationô (such as Althusserôs ideas on 

interpellation and ideology) óappear to offer such attractive models for the operation of 

colonial powerô: 

 

For Althusser, ideology is not just a case of the powerful imposing 
their ideas on the weak, as Marxian ideas of ófalse consciousnessô 

would suggest; subjects are óborn intoô ideology, they find 
subjectivity within the expectations of their parents and their society, 

and they endorse it because it provides a sense of identity and social 
meaning through structures such as language, social codes and 
conventions. 

(Ashcroft 2001: 36) 

 

The idea that subjects inherit the views of their masters offers an explanation for why 

there is a tendency among some colonial subjects to accept the situation they were born 

into: their meaning and position in the world as they understand it is founded upon the 

ideology of the coloniser.67 This idea of ómeaningô connects the writings of Althusser 

with what we have already seen from Spivak. In a similar vein to Althusser, she argues 

that the óproject of imperialism is violently to put together the episteme that will ómeanô 

(for others [the colonised]) and óknowô (for the self [the coloniser]) the colonial subject 

as the nearly-subjected otherô (1985: 134). 
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 Althusser also acknowledged the apparent contradiction in the word ósubjectô (see fn.64): ó[it] means 

(1) a free subjectivity, a centre of initiatives, author of and responsible for its actions; (2) a subjected 

being, who submits to a higher authority, and is therefore stripped of all freedom except that of freely 

accepting his submissionô (Althusser 1971b: 56). However, he indicates that the first definition is 

apparent, whereas the second is fact. 
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Althusserôs position is presented in his 1970 article, óId®ologie et appareils 

id®ologiques dô£tat (Notes pour une recherche)ô.68 Althusser states that a given society 

will have one Repressive State Apparatus (lôappareil r®pressif dô£tat), consisting of 

óthe Government, the Administration, the Army, the Police, the Courts, the Prisons, etc.ô 

and a variety of Ideological State Apparatuses (les appareils id®ologiques dô£tat, AIE), 

or ISAs, such as the church, education, the family, the law (which also belongs to the 

Repressive State Apparatus), the political system, the trade unions, communications and 

culture (Althusser 1971b: 17).69 Whereas the Repressive State Apparatus functions 

ómassively and predominantly by repression (including physical repression), while 

functioning secondarily by ideology [...], the [ISAs] function massively and 

predominantly by ideology, but they also function secondarily by repression, even if 

ultimately [...] this is very attenuated and concealed, even symbolicô (Althusser 1971b: 

19). These ISAs spread and cement the ideology of the ruling class/colonisers, which is 

then accepted by the subjects. 

 Althusserôs ISAs also perpetuate the ideology of the ruling class by 

interpellating subjects, a term inspired by the French interpeller. Ashcroft et al. 

describe this interpellation as óñcall[ing] people forthò as subjects, and [...] provid[ing] 

the conditions by which, and the contexts in which, they obtain subjectivityô (2007: 

203). Althusser explains the concept with an illustration: when a policeman calls óHey, 

you there!ô to a óhailed individualô on a street, this individual will promptly turn around 

to see who has hailed him. In Althusserôs view, ó[b]y this mere one-hundred-and-eighty 

degree physical conversion, he becomes a subject [...] because he has recognized that 

the hail was ñreallyò addressed to himô (Althusser 1971b: 48). This entire street 

exchange appears to take place outside ideology, but in reality it takes place within it ï 

ó[t]hat is why those who are in ideology believe themselves by definition outside 

ideologyô (p.48). 

 Thus, according to Althusser, the structure of ideology ensures simultaneously: 

 

1. the interpellation of óindividualsô as subjects; 
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 Translated as ñIdeology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an investigation)ò (Althusser 

1971b). 

69
 Althusser never abbreviates Repressive State Apparatus as he does Ideological State Apparatuses. He 

often writes the former as: (Repressive) State Apparatus (lôappareil [r®pressif] dô£tat). 
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2. their subjection to the Subject;70 
3. the mutual recognition of subjects and the Subject, the subjectsô 

recognition of each other, and finally the subjectôs recognition of 
himself; 

4. the absolute guarantee that everything really is so, and that on 
condition that the subjects recognize what they are and behave 
accordingly, everything will be all right. 

(Althusser 1971b: 55) 

 

The result of this system is that ógood subjectsô will recognise the existing state 

of affairs (Althusser calls it das Bestehende) and their ensuing behaviour is complicit in 

maintaining this. óBad subjectsô, on the other hand, who do not endorse das Bestehende, 

will provoke a response from one arm of the Repressive State Apparatus. The subject 

has free thought, but only to the extent that he/she chooses to go along with the ideology 

of the ruling class. 

Althusserôs ideas are not without their critics. While useful in helping to 

understand how some institutions and individuals function, how can a concept that 

suggests all ideology is inherited from those who wield power account for the power 

struggles and the resistance movements of the colonised subjects? Loomba, for 

example, concedes that while Althusserôs writing is useful óin demystifying certain 

apparently innocent and apolitical institutionsô, it also óaffects a closure by failing to 

account for ideological struggle and oppositional ideasô (2005: 33).71 Nevertheless, as 

the next chapter demonstrates, Althusserôs ideas can be used to explain how some of the 

elements of colonial rule came about and the reasons why resistance movements 

designed to bring freedom to the colonised subjects frequently experienced difficulty in 

gaining popular support. 

One could argue that the óideologyô involved in an Althusserian analysis of the 

Faroes should be based upon a more recent national ideology rather than upon the 

colonial past. In an article from 2010, for example, Knudsen criticises the contemporary 

language policy of the Faroes as one that is dominated by linguistic nationalism. I, 

however, find it difficult to separate the two ideologies. The brand of nationalism that 

emerged on the Faroes is strongly characterised by its colonial relationship with 
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 For our purposes, Subject with an upper case S represents the coloniser. Althusserôs capitalisation sits 

well with Lacanôs Other/other distinction as mentioned in 2.2.1. This is no coincidence: Althusser 

borrowed ideas from Lacanian psychoanalysis and its theories of subject-formation through language 

(Loomba 2005: 33). 

71
 See also Ashcroft (2001: 36). 
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Denmark. For example, whereas nationalism in much of Scandinavia was marked by a 

traditional sense of harking back to the glorious days of yore, from the very beginning 

Faroese nationalism was often directed towards Denmark. One of the most famous and 

earliest nationalistic poems, Nú er tann stundin komin til handa (ñNow the Hour is 

Come to Handò), by J·annes Patursson, demonstrates this well. This poem (under the 

title Málstrev, ñLanguage Struggleò) was composed especially for the 1888 Christmas 

Meeting, an event which can be seen as the start of popular nationalism on the islands 

(see 3.6). 

The second stanza of the poem reads: 

 

Illa er nú við Føroyamáli vorðið, 
annað hvørt orðið, 

ið nú berst á munni av køllum og kvinnum, 
í útlendskum rennur.72 

(In Evensen 1911: 341) 
 

Therefore, from the very beginning, Faroese nationalism has targeted Danish influence; 

the last line, with its attack on óforeign languageô, could scarcely refer to anything else. 

In her article, Knudsen herself comments that ólinguistic and political issues in 

the Faroe Islands are inextricably linked with Faroese-Danish relationsô (2010: 128) and 

that the emergence of the nationalistic movement on the islands owes itself largely to 

the planned introduction of compulsory schooling in 1844 (p.129). Borrowing 

terminology from Wright (2004: 208), Knudsen proceeds to state that Faroese linguistic 

policy is traditionally based upon a desire to seek rectification of the óinjustices of the 

pastô (Knudsen 2010: 142). I suggest that it is therefore impossible to separate 

nationalism in the Faroes from consideration of its colonial history. 

 

2.3 Proposed Concepts 

While the above-discussed concepts form much of the basis of the theoretical 

framework for the thesis, three new ideas derived from those already presented are 

introduced to deal with the Faroese language situation: saming, language othering and 
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 ñThe Faroese language is now in a bad state, / every other word, / which is carried on the 

lips of men and women, / is foreign.ò 
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linguistic autonomy. Brief general overviews are given here, while Chapters 3 and 5 

apply the concepts directly to the Faroes. 

 

2.3.1 Saming 

Saming, as its name suggests, is an inversion of Spivakôs concept of othering. The thesis 

is concerned with language saming, rather than other elements of culture. Saming is the 

belief on the part of the coloniser that his language and the language of the colonised 

ultimately constitute varieties of the same language, as well as the subsequent actions 

taken by the coloniser in enforcing this view. The particular variety spoken by the 

colonised is considered subordinate, with the variety spoken by the coloniser 

representing a linguistic norm to which the speakers of the colonised variety ought to 

aspire. The Tunisian writer Albert Memmi describes inferiority as specifically 

characteristic of bilingualism within a colonial context: óthe colonizedôs mother tongue 

[é] is precisely the one which is the least valuedô (1957b: 151).73 As with othering, the 

identity of the coloniser (or the coloniserôs language variety) and that of the colonised 

are established simultaneously, yet here they are established as part of the same entity, 

varieties of the language of the coloniser. The coloniser is in the position of power, and 

it is he who ósamesô. For saming to be effective, the relationship between the two 

languages must be very close ï for this reason, within a colonial context, saming is 

potentially unique to the Faroes.74 

 One could question the need for the new concept of ósamingô. The idea of the 

coloniserôs creating a colonised other in his image is well established in post-colonial 

analysis. Huddart (2006: 59) even observes that ó[e]ssentially, colonial discourse wants 

the colonized to be extremely like the colonizerô.75 Homi Bhabhaôs oft-mentioned 

colonial concept of ómimicryô, for example, which Ashcroft et al. describe as an 

óincreasingly important term in post-colonial theoryô, could appear useful in the Faroese 

context (Ashcroft et al. 2007: 124). Bhabha explains mimicry as the ódesire for a 
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 On several occasions in the thesis, quotations are taken from Memmiôs famous treatise Portrait du 

colonisé précédé du portrait du colonisateur (1957a). Memmi (b.1920) generalises the conditions of 

colonised peoples (although he states that this was not his original intention; 1957b: 4); while he bases his 

arguments on his experiences as a Jew in French Tunisia (a ótraditionalô colony), there are frequent 

similarities between the conditions he describes and those in the Faroes. 

74
 This relationship is explained in 2.4. 

75
 Huddart, referring to the ideas of Homi Bhabha, does, however, state that the two should not become 

absolute equivalents, as óthen the ideologies justifying colonial rule would be unable to operateô (2006: 

59). 
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reformed recognizable Other, as a subject of difference that is almost the same, but not 

quiteô (Bhabha 1994: 122). He uses Lord Macaulayôs 1835 Minute to Parliament to 

exemplify his ideas. Macaulay advocates the creation of an Indian óclass of interpreters 

between us and the millions whom we govern ï a class of persons Indian in blood and 

colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellectô (pp.124-5). This 

extract, however, does not represent the promotion of saming: these interpreters will be 

almost the same, óbut not quiteô. Being Anglicized is not the same as becoming English 

(p.125). The issue of race is of utmost importance in Bhabhaôs conceptualisation of 

mimicry: whatever these Indians achieve, they will never physically resemble the 

British colonisers. This fact becomes explicit when Bhabha later reworks his phrasing 

as óalmost the same but not whiteô (p.128). In the Faroese context, however, race plays 

no role: here, the coloniser and the colonised were indistinguishable in appearance. 

Therefore, as far as the Danes were concerned, full Danicisation, or saming, in the 

Faroes could indeed facilitate the creation of óDanesô. 

One could argue that saming is essentially the most extreme form of othering, 

and, subsequently, that no new term is needed: the coloniser is still creating a new 

identity for the other in accordance with his own world view. This interpretation could 

be valid, but I maintain that the concept of saming remains useful as a way of describing 

this most unusual situation within post-colonial analysis; a phenomenon which is fully 

absent from academic works on post-colonial theory. 

 As Spivakôs original example of othering demonstrated (see 2.2.1), it is not 

necessary to verbalise the colonisedôs subordinate role: the British captainôs mere 

appearance sufficed. The same is true of saming. The coloniser does not need to state 

that the language of the colonised is a variety of the colonial language. Merely acting as 

though the colonised have no individual identity can produce a scenario whereby any 

identity these may once have had is supplanted by a new ócommonô one. As with 

othering, all that had gone before ï the nativesô own concept of their relation to the 

world ï is replaced by the coloniserôs (i.e. they are óworldedô, cf. fn.65). 

 Memmiôs work offers a potential explanation for why saming might ultimately 

have occurred. He too comments on the traditional distance between the culture of the 

coloniser and the colonised, stating: 
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Once the behavioral feature, or historical or geographical factor 
which characterizes the colonized76 and contrasts him with the 

colonizer, has been isolated, this gap must be kept from being filled. 
(Memmi 1957b: 115) 

 

By extending Memmiôs reasoning, it could be argued that the colonial model only 

permits a colonised subject which is either vastly different from or, evidently, the same 

as the coloniser. As I discuss in 2.4, the Faroese occupied this middle space, something 

the colonial structure could not allow. Accepting Memmiôs hypothesis may seem 

contradictory in light of Bhabhaôs observations on being óalmost the same, but not 

quiteô (Bhabha 1994: 125). However, as Bhabha observes, a coloniser that resembles 

the colonised to a great extent becomes ómenacingô (p.126). Mimicry to this degree 

represents what Ashcroft et al. term a ódisruption of colonial authority, from the fact 

that [it] is also potentially mockeryô (2007: 126). Colonial authority can therefore only 

remain intact if the gulf between the coloniser and the colonised is clear or, I argue, if it 

does not appear to exist at all. 

 

2.3.2 Language Othering 

Also related to Spivakôs othering is the concept of language othering. During the 

colonial period, the language of the coloniser is often imported to (or forced upon) the 

colony, where it acquires a privileged position. Seen as the language of prosperity, 

modernity and perhaps even civilisation, this medium undermines local languages, 

which are often neglected, rejected or, in many instances, banned, at least from the 

public sphere. At the official cessation of the colonial period, which does not 

necessarily coincide with the granting of full independence to the colony, as with the 

Faroes and Greenland, the colonised are generally in a position to adjust the linguistic 

balance as part of the decolonisation process.77 The thesis suggests that a phenomenon 

which can be termed ólanguage otheringô can constitute part of this process. 

 Weaver (2000: 230) notes that some post-colonial theorists, inspired by Fanon 

and Memmi, óargue that colonization can only be put behind by achieving ñfull 

independenceò of culture, language, and political organizationô. He gives the example of 

                                                                 
76

 Greenfeldôs translation has ócolonialistô here but this must be incorrect ï Memmiôs French original has 

ócolonis®ô (ñcolonisedò; 1957a: 96). 

77
 Neither does the granting of independence necessarily indicate the cessation of colonial influence. See 

2.3.3. 
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Sukarno, the first President of Indonesia, who forbade the teaching of Dutch in all 

Indonesian schools. In a country such as Indonesia, with its considerable population and 

its ability to build up a collection of materials, such as school books, in the native 

language(s), this is a practicable option. 

 Of course, there may be no desire to give up the colonial language ï in a country 

such as India, English is flourishing and proves a useful lingua franca for coping with 

the myriad of local languages there.78 Indonesia also plays host to a rich collection of 

languages, but the fact that English is a global language of communication, while Dutch 

is not, could lend it a more neutral character as far as the Indians are concerned. 

Furthermore, the selection of a colonial language can be less controversial than 

selecting a single native language over others (Kachru 2006: 272).  

 However, many smaller post-colonial societies that do not contain a plethora of 

native languages and do not require the lingua franca role of a colonial language may 

still not be in a position to remove the colonial language fully from society, even if this 

were desired. The Faroes (pop. 48,650)79 and Greenland (pop. 56,194)80 are two 

societies unable to banish the colonial language in a way comparable to Indonesia.81 

Languages such as Faroese and Greenlandic lack the necessary resources to function as 

the sole medium within a society. Sukarno was able to banish Dutch from Indonesian 

schools, but as K. Langgård points out, a similar removal of Danish from Greenlandic 

schools is not currently a realistic option (2001: 267). Although some people in 

Greenland would like education to become Greenlandic with Greenlandic-medium 

teaching and Greenlandic-medium teaching materials, Langgård contends that even if 

all available human resources were used to translate such material, it would be out-dated 

by the time it was finished. According to Hull (1993: 362), Malta, another small former 
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 A lingua franca is defined by Crystal (2008: 282) as óa term used [é] to refer to an auxiliary language 

used to enable routine communication to take place between groups of people who speak different native 

languagesô. Phillipson (1992: 41) describes it as an óambivalentô term. He quotes a report from a 1961 

conference on ESL teaching in Uganda where lingua franca is defined approximately as above, but is 

limited to communication between nationals of the same country. Phillipson labels this limitation as 

óbizarreô (p.42). However this may be, the significance of the use of an auxiliary language between 

countrymen must be recognised. If this happens regularly ï and if the same auxiliary language is often 

used ï this language acquires an important role within the society. This is particularly significant when 

considering the extent to which a language can be viewed as óforeignô. 

79
 As of 01/01/10 (Hagstova Føroya 2010: 11). 

80
 As of 01/01/09. (http://www.stat.gl/Statistik/Befolkning/tabid/86/language/en-US/Default.aspx, last 

accessed 04/01/11). 

81
 Cf. 6.6. 

http://www.stat.gl/Statistik/Befolkning/tabid/86/language/en-US/Default.aspx
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(British) colony, could similarly ónever hope to gain cultural self-sufficiencyô due to its 

diminutive size.82 

In his comparative analysis of bilingualism in the Celtic regions and the Faroes, 

Greene comments that Iceland is almost certainly the smallest linguistic community in 

which óa citizen can choose to remain a functional monoglot and yet play a full part in 

the economic life of his country, and participate in every aspect of the culture of the 

modern worldô (1980: 2). This seems sensible ï Iceland has the smallest population 

(319,368)83 of any independent state with a single, indigenous, societal language,84 used 

in that country alone, but Iceland has traditionally been in a financial position to 

translate, subtitle or dub material from abroad, or create much of its own.85 

Former colonies which are smaller than Iceland, as regards population, can be 

divided into two types according to their linguistic situation: 

 

1. Territories with a single societal language which was brought to the territory by 

the colonial power, such as São Tomé and Príncipe (pop. 151,912)86 with 

Portuguese, although Portuguese creoles do exist there; 

2. Territories with a former colonial language and one or more indigenous 

languages as societal languages, such as Tonga (pop. 101,991)87 with English 

and Tongan.88 
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 Cf. 6.1. 

83
 As of 01/01/09. When Greene made this claim, the Icelandic population was 226,948. 

(http://www.statice.is/Statistics/Population/Overview, last accessed 04/01/11). 

84
 A ósocietal languageô is an inexact term that I suggest can be employed to refer to a language frequently 

used in a given society, as the label óofficial languageô is often misleading. Some countries, such as 

Iceland, have no official language; others, for ideological reasons, refuse to acknowledge languages that 

are frequently used in society as óofficialô, such as English in the Maldives; others have óofficialô 

languages which are rarely used in society, such as Irish in Ireland, maintained for ideological reasons, 

and English in Madagascar, presumably adopted to attract foreign investment. The term ósocietal 

languageô concerns actual language use. This distinction is particularly relevant when dealing with 

Greenland, where Greenlandic has been the only official language since 2009. As Chapter 6 

demonstrates, Danish and Greenlandic are both very much societal languages there. 

85
 It remains to be seen what bearing the global economic crisis of 2008, and the subsequent collapse of 

the Icelandic economy, will have on the production of Icelandic-language materials. First impressions 

indicate that production will continue much as before. 

86
 As of 2006 (Instituto Nacional de Estatística de São Tomé e Príncipe 2006: 6). 

87
 As of 2006 (www.spc.int/prism/country/to/stats, last accessed 04/01/11). 

88
 Tonga was never formally a ócolonyô as it retained its monarchy throughout the colonial period. It was, 

however, in a position to declare independence from the British in 1970. 

http://www.statice.is/Statistics/Population/Overview
http://www.spc.int/prism/country/to/stats
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Territories in the first group generally have no language debate, as the colonial 

language is the only viable medium. They are able to rely on the production of materials 

from much larger countries in order to óparticipate in every aspect of the culture of the 

modern worldô, to quote Greene (1980: 2). 

Territories in the second category, which includes the Faroes and Greenland, 

need to make use of an additional language to their native tongue, and in the vast 

majority of cases ï for political, practical or ideological reasons ï this additional 

language is that of the former coloniser. Yet individuals or institutions within the 

population may wish to take steps so that they no longer feel they are under the yoke of 

the colonised language. This thesis argues that those who continue to use the language 

of the coloniser in situations where their own language is not presently a viable option 

do not necessarily need to consider themselves, or be forever considered, eternally 

colonised, or ósubjectedô in the post-colonial sense. Steps can be taken to redefine the 

position of the colonial language and these steps constitute language othering. Through 

language othering, as in Spivakôs othering, the identities of the dominating and the 

dominated are assessed, and in the language context the coloniserôs medium can be 

considered an óotherô language. The specific óstepsô taken differ from case to case, 

depending in large part on the emphasis placed on the imported, or rather imposed, 

language during the colonial era. Chapter 5 examines the steps taken in the Faroes and 

Chapter 6 focuses on Greenland. 

In his case study of English in Tonga and Fiji, as mentioned in 1.7.1, Moag 

confidently predicts that English will ultimately be relegated from the position of an SL 

to that of an FL, with no acknowledgement of the fact that this may not happen. 

Population decline or a lack of resources could well preclude the ability of a local 

language to enter into the domains currently occupied by the colonial language. While 

some of the societies that fit into the second category outlined above could, in time, 

reach a position where the local language could displace, or even oust, the colonial 

language, this may not occur. One society that has achieved this is Iceland, which, as 

noted, Greene identified as the smallest population able to maintain monolingualism. In 

the past the Icelanders had to use Danish textbooks in schools, whereas today Icelandic 

versions are the norm. V.U. Hammershaimb, who in 1846 created the Faroese 

orthography in use today, wrote in 1844 that as the Faroese population only numbered 

7-8,000, it was not in a position to create a large body of literature for itself (1844: 85). 

Nevertheless, as the population approaches 50,000, the Faroese have a surprisingly high 
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number of original and translated works in Faroese, and, as mentioned in 1.2.2, Danish 

has effectively been frozen out of the childrenôs literature market. Perhaps the Faroese 

too will be able to function monolingually one day, as the population grows or if the 

production of resources becomes more affordable with the help of digitalisation, but 

currently this is out of the question.89 

 

2.3.3 Linguistic Autonomy 

Within the field of post-colonial study it is widely accepted that the influence of the 

coloniser upon the colonised territory does not necessarily disappear once independence 

or self-government has been achieved; the political system, cultural life, the education 

system, etc., may continue to be influenced for years to come. Schulze-Engler states that 

óin more than three quarters of the world colonialism has had a shaping influence on the 

lives of the people living there which in various ways continues to the present dayô 

(1996: 42, emphasis added). Neither does Spivak believe that the effects of European 

colonialism simply vanished as many former European colonies achieved independence 

after the Second World War, a fact that Morton acknowledges in his study of her life 

and work: 

 

[For Spivak] [r]ather, the social, political and economic structures 
that were established during colonial rule continued to inflect the 

cultural, political and economic life of postcolonial nation states 
ranging from Ireland to Algeria; from India to Pakistan and Jamaica 
to Mexico. 

(Morton 2003: 1-2) 

 

There are scores of examples of this continued influence post-independence, ranging 

from seemingly insignificant minor practices to entire systems of government. Appiah 

(1992) gives two examples from either end of the scale: he tells how, as a child in 

Ghana, he would see his father depart for work carrying the white wig of the British 

barrister, which he continued to wear after independence (p.viii); he also relates how the 

entire political system of early independent Ghana was modelled on that of the British 

(p.10). Similar examples can be found within the NAR: regarding the political system, 

all three societies have inherited the Danish practice of each political party having a 

                                                                 
89

 This digitalisation process has already begun. In May 2011 the first Faroese e-books were produced by 

Sprotin (http://www.sprotin.fo/?sida=fregnatanastan&grein=198, last accessed 10/05/11). 

http://www.sprotin.fo/?sida=fregnatanastan&grein=198
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letter by which it is identified during canvassing and in voting;90 in the cultural field, 

T·rshavn, Reykjav²k and Nuuk have each replicated Copenhagenôs annual Kulturnat 

(ñNight of Cultureò).91 

Regarding the language, as the last section demonstrated, some colonies are not 

in a position to avoid use of the former colonial medium altogether. This can provoke 

strong feelings in oneself: Achebe, a Nigerian novelist and professor, said in a 1964 

speech that using someone elseôs mother tongue ólooks like a dreadful betrayal and 

produces a guilty feelingô (1964: 64);92 or in others: the Kenyan author NgȈgǫ wa 

Thiongôo describes Achebe as an óaccomplice of imperialismô for his continued use of 

English (in Achebe 1989: 268). Similarly, in 1903, Caruana in his Vocabolario della 

Lingua Maltese described the óhumiliationô (ñumiliazioneò) inherent in using a language 

that is not oneôs own (1903: 6). 

 The brief exchange between Achebe and NgȈgǫ is interesting because it 

demonstrates two vastly different perspectives from African writers on the use of the 

colonial language in contemporary African society. Achebe, in a later article, explains 

that he finds it acceptable to write in both English and his native language. He uses 

English not because it is a world language, but because óNigeria is a reality which [he] 

could not ignoreô and because Nigeria ótransacts a considerable portion of its daily 

business in the English languageô (1989: 268). Achebe can recognise that English as a 

tool does not necessarily constitute a threat: for better or worse, its existence is a fact in 

a Nigerian context. NgȈgǫ, however, implies that embracing the colonisersô language in 

any form contributes to the maintenance of imperialism (1981: 267). 

 The Faroese experience is quite different from that of Nigeria: the Faroese do 

not conduct very much of their ódaily businessô in Danish and, although Danish remains 

a reality in various spheres of Faroese life, Faroese society effectively functions 

monolingually. Those domains in which Danish is used are arguably not intrusive 

enough for its use to be considered an endorsement of imperialism. I propose that the 
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 Such as Venstre (V) and Socialdemokraterne (A) in Denmark; Tjóðveldi (E) and Sambandsflokkurin 

(B) in the Faroes; Samfylkingin (S) and Sjálfstæðisflokkurinn (D) in Iceland and Greenlandôs Siumut (S) 

and Kalaallit Nunaani Demokraatit (D). 

91
 Kulturnatten was first held in Copenhagen in 1993. Similar events now take place in Tórshavn (Fa. 

Mentanarnátt), Reykjavík (Ic. Menningarnótt) and Nuuk (Gr. Unnuk kulturisiorfik). Comparable festivals 

are, however, now held outside Denmark and the NAR. 

92
 He nevertheless states that he will continue to use it as he feels it is óable to carry the weight of [his] 

African experienceô (p.65). He acknowledges, however, that óit will need to be a new English, still in full 

communion with its ancestral home but altered to suit its new African surroundingsô. 



71 
 

concept of linguistic autonomy ï while difficult to define in exact terms ï can be 

applied to the Faroese situation. Even though Danish has not been fully ousted, I 

suggest its use is sufficiently limited and uncontentious for the Faroese to experience 

something close to the ófull independenceô described by Weaver (cf. 2.3.2). 

 

2.4 Post-Colonialism and the NAR 

Glenn Hooper (2002: 3) claims that three charges are levelled against those who wish to 

analyse Irish literature from a post-colonial perspective: firstly, that Ireland was ónever 

really a colony, and should therefore be excluded from consideration on that basisô; 

secondly, that óIreland may once have been a colony, but since it was treated differently 

from, say, other British-governed territories in East Africa or Asia, the postcolonial 

models available [...] are inappropriateô and thirdly, óthat Irish literary studies ï whether 

these models are applicable or not ï should simply be divorced from political readings 

that only distract from the ñtrueò, sometimes simply the aesthetic, intentions of their 

authorsô. Nevertheless, analysis of Ireland, its literature and cultural production from a 

post-colonial perspective is no longer unusual. As Howe (2000: 108) notes, work on 

Ireland óhas formed a part ï indeed often a rather derivative offshoot ï of a far wider 

ñcolonial discourseò and ñpost-colonialò intellectual trend in recent yearsô. 

Similar charges could be levelled against those wishing to analyse the Faroes 

and Iceland from a post-colonial perspective. Taking the three charges in reverse order, 

the idea that Irish literature should not be politicised is, in reality, a criticism of post-

colonial theory in the treatment of literature itself, and not specifically linked to Ireland. 

Irish literature has, of course, no monopoly on aesthetics. As the thesis does not focus 

on literature, this charge is ignored. The remaining two are more relevant. Some 

researchers may argue that even if the Faroes and Iceland were colonies, the post-

colonial models constructed do not apply to such ónon-conventionalô colonies. We have 

seen that some of the meanings ópost-colonialô has come to denote (óthird-worldô, 

ódeveloping countryô, see 2.1) cannot be applied to either territory. Nevertheless, the 

present investigation aims to show that post-colonial study of the islands is both useful 

and productive, and helps take the term ópost-colonialô back to its historical roots. 

As noted, the context of the Faroese/Icelandic colonial experience is atypical. It 

is very unusual, potentially unparalleled, within European colonialism that the coloniser 

and the colonised should share a cultural heritage. In both territories, the two parties 
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were European, indistinguishable in appearance, and they shared a common religious 

tradition. In addition, their common linguistic heritage is exceptional. Faroese and 

Icelandic emerged from the same Norse tongue that was once used all over Scandinavia, 

a language which was once, interestingly, referred to as dönsk tunga, ñDanish tongueò, 

throughout the area in which it was spoken (Halldór Hermannson 1919: 2). In 

particular, the situation in the Faroes where the language of the colonised was in a 

position to be called a dialect of the language of the coloniser (in J.H.W. Poulsen 1980: 

146; Haugen 1980: 108) is also extraordinary within a colonial society. óDialectô is a 

problematic term (which is considered in 3.6), not least because it has been used in a 

Faroese context with varying meanings. Yet, using one of the meanings of ódialectô that 

has been applied to Faroese, it is highly uncharacteristic that the language of the 

colonised should be so close to the language of the coloniser that the former could be 

termed a variety of the latter. The close linguistic relatedness of the two languages, 

however, did permit this in the Faroes.93 Even Ireland is more orthodox in this regard: 

Irish and English both belong to the same Indo-European language family ï unusual in 

itself within a colonial relationship ï but to separate branches (Celtic and Germanic 

respectively). There is no degree of mutual intelligibility and no room for debate on 

whether Irish constitutes an English dialect. 

These topics, appearance and language, are just two of the areas in which 

Greenland can be considered a óconventionalô colony. Here, the colonisers did not 

physically resemble the colonised, and, as part of the Eskimo-Aleutic family, 

Greenlandic is wholly unrelated to Danish, or any European language. Consequently, 

Greenland and elements of Greenlandic culture, have frequently been analysed from a 

post-colonial perspective, although this remains largely within domestic academic 

research in Greenland (see 6.3.1). 

The first charge identified by Hooper, that Ireland was never a colony, is also 

levelled against the Faroes, even by academics from the islands. The Faroese author and 

                                                                 
93

 The only comparable situation I have found is that of Maltese and Italian in Malta. A language debate 

erupted in Malta in the 1930s after moves were made in some Maltese quarters to install Italian as an 

official language, to the dismay of the British colonial rulers (Sheehan 2000: 80). On the one hand, the 

British pointed out that only 15% of the population spoke Italian; whereas, on the other, Mussolini ï who 

had designs on the islands ï claimed that Maltese was a dialect of Italian. Similarly, according to Hull 

(1993: 57), the Maltese Prime Minister, Joseph Howard, on a state visit to Italy in 1923, provoked outrage 

when he described Italian as the ómadre linguaô of the Maltese. While Maltese vocabulary is heavily 

influenced by Italian/Sicilian (some 52.46% of words [Brincat 2005]), as a Semitic language, its 

grammatical structure differs greatly from Italianôs Romance structure. The linguistic closeness between 

Danish and Faroese/Icelandic remains exceptional within a colonial context. 
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literary analyst, Jógvan Isaksen, considers Faroese literature from a post-colonial 

perspective, but adds that the Faroes and Iceland were never colonies (2005a: 70).94 

Erik Skyum-Nielsen says the same about Iceland (2005: 57).95 However, many writers 

have referred to the Faroes and/or Iceland as colonies, such as J.C. Svabo (1746-1824) 

in the 1770s.96 More significantly, Denmark itself referred to the NAR countries as 

colonies in commercial treaties: 

 

Den staaende Formel i danske Traktater fra denne Tid er, som 

forøvrigt allerede tidligere, »de danske Kolonier Grønland, Island og 
Færøerne deri indbegrebet«, undertiden varieret saaledes: »de danske 
Kolonier hinsides Havet, derunder indbefattet Færøerne, Island og 

Grønland« eller en enkelt Gang ogsaa: »Kongen af Danmarks nordlige 
Besiddelser, det vil sige: Island, Færøerne og Grønland«. 

(Berlin 1932: 132; tr.3) 

 

 In the NAR, Greenland was alone in having official status as a ócolonyô (until 

1953, when it became a county of Denmark, despite scepticism from the United Nations 

[Thisted 2005: 17]).97 However, it would be more helpful from the point of view of this 

study to consider ócolonialô less a status than a condition, which ought not to depend on 

official designation. Iceland, Greenland and the Faroes all bear characteristics of post-

colonial societies. Each nation gained its independence or self-rule during the twentieth 

century, which is in keeping with the limitation on ópost-colonialô established by 

Featherstone, and as we shall see, Denmark began to exert its power over the three 

nations after the sixteenth century, in line with Ashcroft et al.ôs temporal limit (see 2.1). 

Moreover, texts describing the Faroes upon their órediscoveryô after centuries of 

isolation are strikingly similar to the accounts of New World exploration, where 

ónativesô are described and judged according to European norms. According to Memmi 

(1957b), such descriptions are typically colonial: firstly, ówhat is actually a sociological 

point becomes labeled as being biological, or preferably, metaphysicalô (p.115); 

                                                                 
94

 ó[D]isse lande var for ßvrigt aldrig kolonier.ô 

95
 óTeoretisk vil min indfaldsvinkel nok vÞre postkolonial, uagtet at der [...] i forholdet mellem Danmark 

og Island ikke statsretsligt set var tale om noget koloniforholdô (ñMy theoretical approach will, I think, be 

post-colonial, regardless of the fact that [...] the constitutional relationship between Denmark and Iceland 

was not colonialò). 

96
 J.C. Svabo, from the Faroes, was one of the first scholars to document Faroese. He frequently refers to 

the Faroes as a colony: cf. Svabo ([1970]: XI). 

97
 http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Om%20Groenland/Groenlands_nyere_historie.aspx (last accessed 30/12/10). 

http://dk.nanoq.gl/Emner/Om%20Groenland/Groenlands_nyere_historie.aspx
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secondly, the colonised experiences depersonalisation (dépersonnalisation; 1957a: 113) 

through constant reference to óthemô (1957b: 129). In his Forsøg til en Beskrivelse af 

Færøerne (ñAttempt at a Description of the Faroesò, 1800), for example, Jørgen Landt 

outlines the appearance and characteristics of the Faroese: 

 

(p.245) Færøeboerne ere i Almindelighed smukke og velskabte, og 
føre en temmelig god Legems-Stilling. [...] Suderboerne ere mindre af 

Vext, rundladne af Ansigt, deres Sprog er hastigt [...] derimod ere 
Nordenfjords-Øernes Beboere almindelig højre af Statur, deres 

Ansigts Dannelse falder mere i det langagtige, deres Sprog 
langsommere og deres heele Adfærd adstadigere. Fruentimrene ere for 
det meeste ret smukke og vel proportionerede. I Henseende til 

Indbyggernes Sjele-Evner, da ere de langt vittigere end man skulde 
vente det af saa isolerede Øeboere [...] 

 

(246) Børne-Opdragelsen fortjener just ikke at roses; thi, formedelst 
Forældrenes lidt forvidt drevne Kjerlighed til deres Børn, opdrages 

disse til altformegen Egenraadighed; og man maae forundre sig over 
at Børnene ved denne efterladne og kjelne Opdragelse dog blive, naar 

de ere fremvoxne, til nogle ret flinke, raske ja endog maneerlige unge 
Mennesker. 
 

(251) I et Land, som Færøe, hvor der ikke er een eeneste Landsbye-
Skole eller Skoleholder, skulde man vel ikke formode andet, end at 

der maae herske et grueligt Barbarie og Vankundighed især i 
Religionen; og dog kan jeg med Sandhed forsikre at det i Færøe ikke 
forholder sig saa. 

 
(252) Indbyggerne have og megen Læse-Lyst, hvilken giver Præsterne 

en herlig Anledning til ved Udlaan af gode Almuesbøger at udbrede 
almeennyttige Kundskaber iblandt deres Meenigheder. En stor Deel 
iblandt dem lægge sig efter ej aleene at læse Skrift, men og at skrive, 

og jeg kjender adskillige, som aleene efter at et dem given Alfabeet og 
i det højeste et Par smaa Forskrivter, have lært sig selv at skrive en ret 

god og læselig Haand. 
(Landt 1800: 245-52; tr.4)98 
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 Similar texts exist concerning Orkney. In his Account of the Islands of Orkney from 1700, Wallace 

(1700: 62-3) thus describes the inhabitants: óThe People here are generally civil, sagacious, circumspect 

and piously inclined; [...] for though they use strong Ale and Beer (the nature of the Country requiring 

strong Liquor) yet generally they are Sober and Temperate, but withal much given to Hospitality and 

Feasting, very civil and liberal in their entertaining of Strangers, and much inclined to speak ill of those 

that are peevishly or niggardly disposôdô. Similar Orcadian examples are found in the Historia Norvegiæ 

from the twelfth century (see Kunin and Phelpstead 2001), Stewartôs The Orkneys and Schetland in 1654 

(see Irvine 2006), Jo Benôs Descriptio Insularium Orchadiarum (perhaps of 1529, see Hunter 1996) and 

Barryôs 1805 History of the Orkney Islands. These accounts appear to be part of a long tradition 

describing ópeculiarô things for the entertainment of refined folk in metropolitan centres. Whereas Orkney 

is not considered post-colonial, the similarity of these texts, rather than negate the point about the New 
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The Faroes and Iceland deserve to be taken into consideration among the wide range of 

post-colonial society types. Indeed, acceptance of these countries as post-colonial may 

strengthen the theoretical framework, in the light of the criticisms outlined earlier in this 

chapter: such analysis helps to establish distance between the terms ópost-colonialô and 

óthird worldô; reduce the risk of ónew orientalismô, as outlined by Spivak, and óre-rootô 

the term in the óhistorical factô of colonialism, to use a term from Ashcroft et al. (2007: 

2). Diverting attention from former British colonies is also helpful, as there is no reason 

for the term ópost-colonialô to be restricted to the British colonial orbit. While Britain 

established the largest colonial empire, at least eight other European nations were 

colonial powers, but post-colonialism has largely ignored this, with French colonialism 

a possible exception (see, for example, Majumdar 2007).99 Furthermore, post-colonial 

commentary often considers Europe the agent and the non-European world the recipient 

of the colonial experience. Schulze-Engler states that for ómost of us [...] colonialism 

[is] something that began with the forceful appropriation of non-European territories 

and peopleô (1996: 42). This view, however, sidelines colonies within Europe itself, 

such as the Faroes, Iceland, Ireland and Malta. Lloyd (1993: 2) draws attention to the 

unusual position (the óuncertainty of locationô) of Ireland, as it is ógeographically 

Western Europe though marginal to it and historically of the decolonizing world, 

increasingly assimilated to that Europe, while in part still subject to a dissimulated 

colonialismô. This óuncertaintyô applies equally to the Faroes, Iceland and Malta. To 

speak of óEuropean colonisationô is justifiable, since the colonial powers as far as 

contemporary post-colonial study is concerned were European, but to discuss óthe 

colonial impact upon the non-European worldô, as Ashcroft does (2001: 1), is blinkered. 

Studies that take this internal European colonialism into account give the term ópost-

colonialô greater credibility. 

Isaksen (2005a) argues that one of the traditional characteristics of a post-

colonial situation ï a perceived power imbalance, whereby the colonisers look down on 

the literature of the colonised and/or the colonised themselves ï is absent in Iceland, and 

only partially relevant in the Faroes.100 Indeed, he describes a very different situation, 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
World descriptions, suggests that Orkney could have followed a similar path to the Faroes, had later 

events not rendered this impossible. 

99
 Other European nations with large colonial empires were France, the Netherlands, Spain and Portugal; 

Belgium, Denmark, Germany and Italy operated on a smaller scale. 

100
 See Skyum-Nielsen (2005: 59). 
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where Icelandic literature is the ñsourceò (ókildenô, p.71) of Danish literature, and states 

that this is the general consensus. Consequently he concludes that the expression ópost-

colonialô must either be extended to allow for such divergences or it must be accepted 

that not all post-colonial societies will fit into the post-colonial framework (p.74). This 

is a similar standpoint to the one found in the second charge highlighted by Hooper. 

While Isaksen has a valid argument ï the situation of Iceland and the Faroes in relation 

to their coloniser is exceptional ï I argue that this difference is only one of many across 

the gamut of post-colonial territories, and that consideration of the colonial language in 

such territories may reveal some similarities between all post-colonial societies, be they 

unusual like the Faroes/Iceland, or, more traditional. 

Interestingly, Isaksenôs claim that Icelandic literature is the ósourceô of Danish 

literature, and that this can be used as justification not to consider Iceland post-colonial, 

goes against Skyum-Nielsenôs description of two fundamental attitudes within post-

colonial study. The establishment of the óotherô is, as has been demonstrated, central to 

colonialism. Skyum-Nielsen observes that creating the other (or, to use Spivakôs term, 

óotheringô) can be done in two ways: either by demonising the race of the colonised, or 

by idealising them as representatives of a lost ñoriginalityò (óoprindelighedô; 2005: 57). 

The latter is almost what Isaksen describes in the case of the Danes and the Icelanders: 

the only difference being that the colonised are considered representatives of the Danesô 

lost originality. 

The topic of race, briefly mentioned earlier in this section, could lead one to 

align the Faroes and Iceland with settler colonies such as Australia, New Zealand and 

Canada, rather than nations in Africa and Asia. Loomba (2005) notes that as the 

descendants of the white settlers also feel óestranged from Britain (or France), they want 

to be included as postcolonial subjectsô (p.14). However, she points out that: 

 

[W]hite settlers were historically the agents of colonial rule, and their 
own subsequent development ï cultural as well as economic ï does 
not simply align them with other colonised peoples. No matter what 

their differences with the mother country, white populations here 
were not subject to the genocide, economic exploitation, cultural 

decimation and political exclusion felt by indigenous peoples or by 
other colonies. 

(Loomba 2005: 14) 
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In recent years, academics have increasingly analysed the NAR from a post-colonial 

perspective. Much of this work has originated from the countries themselves ï the 

region has not become a mainstream topic in óoutsideô work in the way that Ireland has. 

At first, this self-assessment of the Faroese/Icelandic past could be seen to resemble the 

settler colony ólongingô for post-colonial status that Loomba describes as a way of 

reflecting their estrangement from Denmark. However, issues of race aside, if we 

consider the Faroese colonial situation first, it clearly echoes various of those presented 

by Loomba: the Faroese have not descended from the óagents of colonial ruleô and were 

forced to endure a long struggle to have their language and identity recognised and 

accepted. While some aspects of Faroese culture, such as the chain dance, were 

preserved, other traditions, such as naming conventions, were replaced by Danish 

norms.101 The Icelandic position is not so clear ï they did not descend from the agents 

of colonial rule either, but they did not need to fight for their language or identity to the 

same extent as the Faroese. Nevertheless, Neijmann (2006: 43) comments that Iceland 

had to go through a ólong and arduous struggle to obtain independence as a nationô. This 

óstruggleô is not evident in the cases of Australia, New Zealand and Canada.102 

Loomba mentions that many indigenous groups have been subject to genocide. 

Clearly the horrors of such an experience are alien to the inhabitants of the NAR, as 

they are to the descendants of the white settlers in former Commonwealth countries 

mentioned above. Danish colonialism was not as violent as many of its counterparts. 

Although writing specifically about Greenland, Mannicheôs observation that as a 

colonial power the Danes óvar [...] ikke afhængige af at råde over et institutionaliseret 

voldsapparat, med andre ord en hær og en væbnet politistyrke der kunne indsættes hvis 

modstanden mod fremmedherredømmet blev for udtaltô holds essentially true for the 

rest of the NAR (2002: 37-8).103 Also writing about Greenland, Schultz-Lorentzen goes 

so far as to state in a 1928 article that ódet hænger sammen med noget i det danske 
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 Poulsen (1979) treats Faroese naming conventions in detail. These were officially replaced in 1832, 

without consulting the Faroese (p.105). 

102
 Brydon, a Canadian scholar, has argued that Australia, New Zealand and Canada should be considered 

post-colonial as ópostcolonial frames of interpretation are most enabling when they facilitate distinctions 

between different orders of colonial experienceô (2004: 166). The thesis agrees that the field should cover 

various types of colonial experience, but also suggests that the inclusion of the Faroes and Iceland is less 

contentious than that of the settler colonies. 

103
 ñwere [...] not dependent on having an institutionalised apparatus of violence at their disposal, in other 

words, an army and an armed police force that could be called to action if opposition towards the foreign 

masters became too pronouncedò. 



78 
 

Folkesind [...] Vi har en Evne til at stille os i Forhold til vore Omgivelser, modtagelige, 

følsomme, med Ønsket om at være Venner med Folk, komme på jævn Talefod med 

demô (p.1).104 While this is undoubtedly going too far, the fact remains that Danish 

colonialism was largely non-violent. However, as Ashcroft et al. state, ónot every 

colony will share every aspect of colonialism, nor will it share some essential featureô 

(2007: 172). 

In 2.1, reference was made to Howeôs view (2000: 4) that there is a tendency for 

the term ócolonialô to be used more by those whose judgements on the relationship 

between the territories, where one has a degree of power over the other, are negative. 

For example, those within Ireland who consider some action by the British government 

to have a detrimental effect on the Irish people may well label the British ócolonialô or 

óimperialistô. This has also been the case in the Faroes. Until this last decade, when the 

term ópost-colonialô began to appear in its theoretical sense in Faroese academia, use of 

ócolonialô, or similar terms, generally came from those who were criticising Denmark or 

an aspect of Faroese society felt to be over-influenced by Denmark or Danish norms. 

One clear example of this is the protest of pupils at the studentaskúli, the 

Faroese equivalent of a British sixth-form college, in Hoydalar, Tórshavn, in the early 

1970s. Some students began to campaign against the requirement to speak Danish in 

their oral exams, and this soon developed into a protest over the use of Danish in any 

examination. The debate was largely fought through the press ï which, at that time, 

included Dimmalætting, Sosialurin and 14. september105 ï and was later compiled into a 

single volume by the students (Málbólkur Næmingafelaga Føroya Studentaskúla 1975). 

The rhetoric of the pupils and their supporters is littered with terms and phrases such as: 

ókolonifólkô (ñcolonised peopleò), óverri enn kolonistøðaô (ñworse conditions than in a 

colonyò, both p.17), ódonsk yvirvøldô (ñDanish dominion/ruleò, p.20) óhin danski 

smáimperialismanô (ñDanish petty imperialismò, p.70), óeitt vaksandi tal av studentum 

vil ikki geva seg undir [...] kolonimerkta próvtøkuô (ña growing number of students will 

not accept [...] an examination tainted by colonialismò, p.76). This phenomenon can 
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 ñIt has to do with something in the Danish disposition [...] We have an ability to adapt ourselves to our 

surroundings, be receptive, sensitive, with a wish to be friends with people, be on equal speaking terms 

with themò. 

105
 Dimmalætting (est. 1877) has traditionally been associated with the Union Party (Sambandsflokkurin), 

Sosialurin (est. 1927) with the Social Democratic Party (Javnaðarflokkurin) and 14. september (1947-

1994) with the Republican Party (Tjóðveldisflokkurin, now Tjóðveldi). The name of this last paper is the 

date of the 1946 referendum on Faroese independence (see 1.2.1). 
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also be seen today: in April 2010 Dagur og vika, a Faroese news programme, reported 

on the fact that Faroese applicants to Danish universities must have a qualification in 

the Danish language at sixth-form level, whereas Icelandic, Norwegian and Swedish 

students do not need to demonstrate Danish language skills. Some discontent was 

registered due to the fact that education is one of the Faroese sermál ï areas that fall 

under the remit of the Faroese Home Rule government. Høgni Hoydal, the leader of 

Tjóðveldi, the Faroese Republican Party, referred to the Hoydalar student protests and 

labelled the requirement a ónĨkolonialistiskt kravô (ñneo-colonial demandò) when 

interviewed on the programme the following night.106 

While such usage of ócolonialô and derivative terms does still occur sporadically, 

it should really be seen as separate from academic and theoretical use of the same 

term(s). It is, however, interesting to note another similarity between Faroese and Irish 

post-colonial discourse, given that Ireland figures much more prominently in post-

colonial study. 

Although, as the next section demonstrates, scholars such as Malan 

Marnersdóttir have ï to use a post-colonial expression ï written the Faroes into post-

colonial study, still many works do not consider the Faroes and Iceland. A recent book 

on the Danish colonies, Kulturmøder (Rostgaard and Schou 2010), deals primarily with 

Greenland and ignores the Faroes and Iceland, even though its definition of a colony ï 

óet lands erobring eller besiddelse af et landområde uden for eget territoriums grænser, 

også selvom kun få [bosætter] sig i kolonienô (p.10)107 ï fits the Faroese and Icelandic 

scenarios equally well. 

 

2.4.1 Post-Colonial Study and the Faroes 

This section aims to provide an overview of previous Faroese work written from a post-

colonial perspective. All of it has been within the traditional post-colonial field of 

literary studies and much has focused on the work of William Heinesen (1900-1991), 

who was Faroese but wrote in Danish. The thesis does not deal with Faroese works of 

literature, but this section is included firstly to contextualise it within the (naturally) 

small, yet emerging field of Faroese post-colonial studies and, secondly, because 

                                                                 
106

 The story broke on 08/04/10, although the agreement between the Faroese Mentanarmálaráðið and the 

Danish Ministry of Education was made in 2007. 

107
 ñthe conquering of a country or the possession of an area of land outside the borders of oneôs own 

territory, even if only few [settle] in the colony.ò 
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several of the findings mentioned here are drawn upon in later chapters. Investigation 

from a post-colonial perspective is a relatively recent phenomenon on the islands, with 

the first article of this type appearing as late as 2000. However, Malan Simonsenôs 

(=Malan Marnersd·ttirôs) 1993 article, óVit eiga Williamô (ñWe Own Williamò), with 

its bold assertion that Heinesen is to be considered a Faroese author, could perhaps 

constitute the basis of Faroese post-colonial study, although it does not use post-colonial 

theory. Evidence of how recently the field has developed is provided by an absence of 

post-colonial theory in Marnersdóttirôs Analyser af færøsk litteratur (ñAnalyses of 

Faroese Literatureò) from 2001. In the meantime, only three Faroese academics have 

considered the Faroes from a post-colonial perspective: Isaksen (2005a), Leyvoy 

Joensen (2000, 2005) and Marnersdóttir (2004a, 2004b, 2005, 2007 and 2009).108 

 Unlike Joensen and Marnersdóttir, Isaksen is somewhat dismissive of a post-

colonial perspective when it comes to Heinesenôs works (2005a: 74). He admits that it 

can be used, but maintains that there is little material to work with in Heinesenôs novels 

ï unlike in Halld·r Laxnessô Íslandsklukkan (1943-6; Icelandôs Bell), where the 

Icelandic-Danish colonial relationship is a central theme. As stated in 2.4, Isaksen feels 

that the meaning of ópost-colonialô must be extended in order for it to be able to 

incorporate territories such as the Faroes and Iceland (ibid.), but he does not discount its 

application. 

 Marnersdóttir, however, has found several aspects of Heinesenôs writing 

interesting from a post-colonial perspective. The difference between Isaksen and 

Marnersdóttir is that whereas Isaksen concentrates on post-colonial content, 

Marnersdóttir is concerned with post-colonial form. In two of her articles (2004b; 

2005), she provides examples of the post-colonial concept of the ómetonymic gapô in 

Heinesenôs Det gode håb (ñThe Good Hopeò, 1964). Heinesen, she observes, was able 

to create a sense of óthe otherô (the Faroese) by using non-standard Danish in his works. 

This language included old expressions that had fallen out of contemporary use, Faroese 

expressions translated directly into Danish and Faroese expressions and words given 

Danish spelling (2005: 203). Although he was writing in the language of the coloniser 

(crucially also his own language), Heinesen was able to reinforce his Faroese identity 

and demonstrate difference between the Faroes and Denmark. The gap created by the 

                                                                 
108

 Marnersdóttir (2008) discusses post-colonial media in the Faroes, but this article uses post-colonial in 

its strictly óchronological senseô (Ashcroft et al. [2007: 168]), examining the role the Faroese media in the 

period after colonialism, rather than analysing it from a theoretical post-colonial perspective. 
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distance between the standard and non-standard words, the ómetonymic gapô, represents 

the space between the two cultures overall. Ironically, Marnersdóttirôs analyses of post-

colonial aspects of Heinesenôs writing have led her to her being recognised for bringing 

a post-colonial approach to Danish literature (Hauge 2009: 31). 

 Joensen (2000) focuses on the space between Faroese and Danish culture. 

During what she labels the Dano-Faroese moment in the 1920s and 1930s, the two 

cultures came together: there was óa convergence between a nascent Faroese language 

literary institution and a fading Danish language colonial cultureô (p.66). Joensenôs 

ideas on the hybrid nature of literary production during this period are pursued in 

Chapter 3. Joensen considers Jørgen-Frantz Jacobsenôs Danish-language novel, 

Barbara, to be a product of this ómomentô. Like Heinesen, his friend and relative, 

Jacobsen was a Faroese writer who wrote in Danish as it was his first language. 

However, according to Joensen, this Danish was a ónew, novelistic languageô (p.64),109 

óDanish with a Faroese flavourô (p.71), which she calls Dano-Faroese. The qualities of 

this Dano-Faroese language are the same as those identified in Marnersdóttirôs analysis 

of the metonymic gap in Heinesenôs Det gode håb. 

 Joensen considers Jacobsenôs and Heinesenôs use of Danish, and their 

subsequent international success, to be ótypical feature[s] of a literature moving from 

colonial to post-colonial statusô, comparing their works to those encouraged by the Irish 

Literary Revival (1878-1922) (2000: 68). She states that in the same way as the Revival 

fuelled Irish-influenced English-language writing in Ireland, in the Faroes there was a 

wave of literary production together with a simultaneous increased interest in promoting 

the Faroese language. 

 In a short article from 2005, Joensen attempts to contextualise Gøtudanskt ï 

which she calls óour very own colonial patoisô (Joensen 2005: 246) ï within a post-

colonial perspective. While 3.2 considers the nature of Gøtudanskt and the language 

varieties that the term has been used to describe, Joensen is less interested in linguistic 

analyses and tackles instead its position as a ófolk categoryô within Faroese society 

(ibid.). By this she presumably means a term that people use without necessarily 

considering its meaning. Again, she focuses her attention on cultural hybridity in the 

Faroes, commenting on how this hybridity renders Gøtudanskt óinherently subversiveô 

as it challenges the power of Danish (p.248). She also mentions the way in which a 

                                                                 
109

 This ónewô Danish recalls the ónewô English described by Achebe (cf. fn.92). 
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Faroese literal (see 3.2) pronunciation of Danish had, in the times before Faroese was 

used as the Church language, óan ancient authority with which neither metropolitan 

Danish nor everyday Faroese [could] competeô.110 

 The University of the Faroes currently runs courses on post-colonialism, such as 

óPostkolonialisma og kyn ² norĦurlendskum b·kmentumô and óWilliam Heinesen ï eitt 

ritverk millum tj·Ħirô in 2010-11.111 Symptomatic of the increased interest in a post-

colonial perspective across the whole NAR was the planned international summer 

course on post-colonialism in Faroese, Greenlandic and Icelandic literature at the 

University of the Faroes in August 2010.112 

 Although the position of Danish in Faroese society has not previously been 

analysed from a post-colonial perspective, Ólavstovu concludes after her own empirical 

study in Faroese schools that the use of such theories would be justifiable: 

 

Når det nu har vist sig i forbindelse med empiriindsamlingen, at 
færøskfaget og fagets status som modersmål i høj grad er blevet 

vurderet i en national diskurs og eksplicit sammenlignet med 
danskfaget, ville det være oplagt at bruge postkoloniale teorier. 

(Ólavstovu 2007: 29; tr.6) 

 

2.5 Methodology 

A post-colonial approach offers a useful analytical and theoretical perspective, as well 

as a series of established concepts and ideas that can be applied to a range of situations, 

but it does not provide a methodology for analysing language use in society or language 

attitudes. While the thesis is certainly not unique in its consideration of language in a 

post-colonial society ï 1.3, for example, introduced Fishman et al.ôs (1996) comparative 

                                                                 
110

 Joensen (2000: 73) exemplifies this point with a scene from Barbara: Andreas Heyde, a Faroese 

student who has been staying in Copenhagen, reads the Christmas lesson to a rural population upon his 

return to the Faroes. He realises that his time in Denmark has made him lose his Faroese pronunciation: 

óHan lÞste p¬ den lette, raske m¬de, han havde tilegnet sig, og hßrte straks selv, at tonen var falsk. Det 

var ikke det hjertens ubehjælpsomme og enfoldige danske, han lige havde hørt Samuel Mikkelsen synge, 

det var et profant og forfÞngeligt sprogô. The Danish text is from J.F. Jacobsen (1939: 162), the English 

translation from J.F. Jacobsen ([2004]: 218; tr.5). 

111
 óPostcolonialism and Gender in Nordic Literatureô and óWilliam Heinesen ï An Authorship between 

Two Nationsô, both taught by Malan Marnersd·ttir 

(http://www.setur.fo/fileadmin/user_upload/documents/Undirvisingartilfar/FMD/faldariH10V11lestrarev

ni.pdf, last accessed on 17/03/11). 

112
 óPostkolonialisme i nordisk litteraturô (ñPostcolonialism in Nordic Literatureò) was scheduled to take 

place in August 2010. Although the course had to be cancelled, the fact that it was planned at all 

demonstrates the increased interest in studying the whole NAR from this perspective. 

http://www.setur.fo/fileadmin/user_upload/documents/Undirvisingartilfar/FMD/faldariH10V11lestrarevni.pdf
http://www.setur.fo/fileadmin/user_upload/documents/Undirvisingartilfar/FMD/faldariH10V11lestrarevni.pdf
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analysis of the position of English in some former British and American colonies ï such 

studies generally use ópost-colonialô in a purely temporal sense, i.e. óafter 

colonialismô.113 They do not tend to utilise ideas and concepts from post-colonial 

theory. Consequently, they are of no importance to my methodology. 

 A sociolinguistic domain-based analysis, as proposed by Fishman (1972), which 

considers language use with ócertain socioculturally recognized spheres of activityô (p. 

440) seems inadequate and is, arguably, too neutral to deal with the issues of politics 

and power that are inherent in a post-colonial society. 

Rather, a research project of this nature requires a degree of what Woolard refers 

to as ómethodological eclecticismô (1989: ix). Far from a weakness, this eclecticism can 

prove very fruitful. In her dissertation, Holm (1992: 54) discusses the need for a varied 

approach to research into language attitudes and she offers Gal (1979) and Woolard 

(1989) as examples of such an approach. The methodology for the thesis consists of 

four, somewhat overlapping, components: 

 

i.  Post-colonial analysis 

The first component is an analysis of the position of Danish in Faroese society using a 

wide range of sources and an almost literary post-colonial approach: as we saw in the 

previous section, Marnersdóttir and L. Joensen have scanned the writings of Heinesen 

and J.F. Jacobsen respectively for post-colonial elements and found, for example, the 

metonymic gap and hybridity. This component of the methodology aims to identify 

aspects of the linguistic situation in the Faroes that fit in with established perspectives 

within post-colonial study, such as Althusserôs work on ideology, and newly-created 

concepts based on these perspectives, such as saming. This method is mainly applied in 

Chapter 3. 

 

ii.  Questionnaire surveys 

The empirical data in the thesis is taken from three questionnaire surveys: a postal 

survey undertaken in Tórshavn; a school survey from three Faroese studentaskúlar, in 

Tórshavn, Kambsdalur and Hov, and the Business School (handilsskúlin) in Tórshavn; 

                                                                 
113

 One such study, an article by B. Jacobsen (2003), covers the NAR. Jacobsenôs primary focus is 

Greenland, but she contrasts the situations across the three countries. 
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and one at the gymnasium in Nuuk, Greenland.114 The data from the Faroese surveys is 

presented in Chapter 4, while the results from Greenland feature in Chapter 6. The 

fourth chapter also addresses aspects of the design, implementation and success of the 

questionnaire component and how the surveys relate to previous questionnaire work on 

the islands. 

 

iii.  Observations 

At an early stage in the research, it became clear that observations would constitute a 

valuable component of my methodology. Most of these were made during field trips 

totalling eight months over a period from October 2008 to August 2010. As stated in 

1.6, during this research period I observed that the linguistic situation in the Faroes does 

not match the image projected by academic writing on the subject. 

 Far from an occasional method to supplement a more scientific approach, 

observation can inspire new strands of thought and this was certainly the case with the 

present study. The discussion in 5.4.1 of the Suðuroy dialect of Faroese in relation to 

Danish on the islands was prompted by observation alone ï there are no detailed 

academic studies of suðuroyarmál.115 In a society like the Faroes, which is compact and 

has a small population, minor observations can acquire much greater significance since, 

ultimately, the local also constitutes the national. 

 If language attitudes are to be contextualised, rather than merely recorded, a 

degree of observation is necessary. This point is emphasised by Woolard in the study on 

Catalan mentioned above. Her methodology consists of five components, two of which 

centre around observation: ó(1) Observation of formally organized political events [...] 

[and] (3) observation of everyday language and interactional behavior, backed by 

limited recording of natural discourseô (1989: x). 

 

iv.  A post-colonial reading of society 

Chapters 5 and 6 are based upon Kossewôs methodology for a post-colonial reading of a 

text, one which: 

                                                                 
114

 Like the Faroese studentaskúlar (cf. 2.4), the gymnasium in Nuuk is equivalent to a British sixth-form 

college. Although the school in Hov, Suðuroy, is labelled a miðnámsskúli, there is no difference. 

Handilsskúlin in Tórshavn also caters for pupils of this age, with emphasis placed on preparing the pupils 

for employment, rather than further education. 

115
 During the writing of the thesis, the first (brief) article on attitudes towards the Suðuroy dialect 

appeared (H.P. Petersen 2009b). 
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employs strategies which include its being symptomatic of the 
operation of and resistance to colonial power; comparative with other 

post-colonial texts and/or literatures; dialogic, in the Bakhtinian 
sense, contesting the notions of authenticity and essentialism; 

multivalent, acknowledging intersecting discourses of oppression and 
resistance such as race, genes and class; and constitutive, seen as a 
transformative field in which writer- and reader-functions produce 

the text. 
(Kossew 1996: 11-12) 

 

Essentially, the final chapters attempt a post-colonial reading of Faroese and 

Greenlandic society: Chapter 5 analyses instances of resistance to Danish hegemonic 

power in the Faroes and considers authenticity as it has been presented there in the years 

following the Home Rule Act, while Chapter 6 involves a comparative study of the 

Faroes and Greenland. An analysis of Greenland is useful, because although the 

political status of Greenland is similar to that of the Faroes, Greenland represents the 

more ótypicalô colony. As the primary task of this fourth component is to shed further 

light on the situation in the Faroes, the number of sources used is considerably smaller 

than in the Faroese analysis. 
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3. COLONISATION  

 

Og endelig den ulykkelige Opdragelse i et Sprog, 

som ikke er Modersmaal og med et Modersmaal 

som ikke er noget Sprog!116 

(Feilberg 1900: 135) 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter is concerned with the history of the Danish language in the Faroes, from 

the earliest post-Reformation sources to the twentieth century. It focuses in particular on 

how, via a saming process which effectively inverted what Spivak labels óotheringô (see 

2.2.1), the Danish colonisers were able to establish a social structure within which 

Danish could permeate virtually every aspect of Faroese life. Such óinvasionô by a 

language into all spheres of society is not necessarily unusual in a colonial situation: 

what makes the Faroese scenario unique is the context of this process. The Faroese 

language was treated as a derivative offshoot of Danish. Using Althusserôs theories on 

ideology, the chapter considers the extent to which the Faroese population sought to 

maintain this unique social structure and thereby the ómeaningô that had been 

established for them by the Danish colonisers. 

 In order to comprehend fully the historical role of Danish in Faroese society, it is 

important to understand the two linguistic phenomena that are covered by the label 

Gøtudanskt. This term has already been used on several occasions above and is 

frequently mentioned in literature concerning Danish on the islands, but its specific 

meaning within a given context cannot be taken for granted. Consequently, this issue is 

addressed first. 

 

                                                                 
116

 ñAnd finally the unfortunate upbringing in a language that is not the mother tongue and with a mother 

tongue that is not a language!ò Peter Feilberg, a Dane, wrote this about in the Faroes in his book, Fra Lier 

og Fjelde (ñFrom Hillsides and Mountainsò; 1900). He was a cultural advisor to the Danish government 

for many years (Thomassen 1985: 14). 
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3.2 Gøtudanskt 

In literature on the position of Danish in the Faroes, no term presents as much difficulty 

as Gøtudanskt. Commentators have disagreed on both the origin of the word and its 

meaning. Regarding origin, many have taken the Gøtu- element to be the genitive form 

of the Faroese word gøta (ñstreetò), and arrived at ñStreet Danishò as a translation. As 

gøta is cognate with Danish gade, this translation brings to mind the Danish term 

gadesprog, meaning ñvulgar speechò (Axelsen 2005: 277).117 

 J.H.W. Poulsen criticises this translation, pointing out that while gøta does mean 

ñstreetò today, its original meaning was that of ña trodden footpath between villagesò 

(1993: 114). Furthermore, streets in the modern sense are a relatively recent 

phenomenon on the islands, arriving much too late for the term Gøtudanskt to derive 

from them (ibid.). Most commentators now accept the alternative derivation that 

Poulsen proposed, that the Gøtu- element is the genitive case form of the Faroese 

village name, Gøta, and that the term emerged because a teacher from Gøta at the end of 

the nineteenth century was renowned for speaking a peculiar Danish full of Faroese 

influence (ibid.: 115). This account was re-iterated to Poulsen in 1979 and confirmed by 

one of the teacherôs former pupils (ibid.). Given that, as Poulsen has indicated, almost 

any Danish word can be used in Faroese and pronounced as though it were a Faroese 

word (see fn.16), it is perhaps surprising that no-one appears to have suggested that the 

Gøtu- element may simply be a Faroeised form of Danish gade, whether there were 

streets on the islands or not, as any speech which diverged from the Danish norm could 

conceivably be considered óvulgarô. Nevertheless, Poulsenôs explanation has achieved 

widespread acceptance. 

 As for the meaning of Gøtudanskt, the term is used by academics to refer to two 

very different linguistic varieties: 

 

(a) Grammatically correct Danish, spoken on a Faroese phonological substratum; 

(b) Danish so influenced by Faroese grammar and vocabulary that, in extreme cases, 

it becomes unintelligible to a speaker from Denmark. 

 

                                                                 
117

 Lit. ñstreet-languageò. A cognate Icelandic term, götumál, has been used to refer to óa certain type of 

slang expression current in Reykjav²kô (Jones 1964: 59). This götumál includes some words of Danish 

origin, e.g. Ic. redda from Da. redde ñto save, rescueò (ibid.: 62). 
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While Gøtudanskt certainly exists as a folk category (cf. L. Joensen 2005: 246; see 

2.4.1), it is perhaps a term to be avoided in linguistic discourse. The thesis suggests and 

makes use of two new terms: Faroese Print-Danish to refer to variety (a), and Faroe-

Danish for variety (b). 

 

3.2.1 Faroese Print -Danish 

J.H.W. Poulsen describes this first variety as Danish pronounced with óa strong and 

energetic Faroese accent, extremely unlike the soft and gentle ñcorrectò modern 

pronunciationô (1993: 112). While he acknowledges the existence of this variety ï and, 

before giving a paper in Danish in Bergen in 2002, for example, announced that he was 

going to use it (2003: 383) ï he sees no need to give it a separate name, as it is 

grammatically correct Danish (1993: 115). However, his view carries problems since, as 

we have already seen from Joensen (cf. 2.4.1), this Danish had an authority which 

rendered it more acceptable than metropolitan Danish during the colonial period when 

Danish was still used in church. This important distinction between the two 

demonstrates the need for new terminology to describe them when using a post-colonial 

perspective. 

 While Poulsen has argued (cf. 3.2) that the Gøtudanskt label should refer to 

variety (b), it is variety (a) that most Faroese people today would consider Gøtudanskt 

(H.P. Petersen 2008: 45). It is this variety that was described in 1.6 as the traditional 

way of pronouncing Danish in the Faroes: according to the spelling as it appears to a 

Faroese reader, a phenomenon caused by the fact that Danish was traditionally learned 

from books. One of the ótruthsô we looked at in Chapter 1 was that this type of 

pronunciation has yielded to metropolitan Danish, the latter having now been promoted 

in schools for some time. While literal pronunciation is less widespread than before, 

Chapter 5 shows that it is an exaggeration to say that it has died out altogether. 

 Staksberg gives an example of this Danish, which he refers to as Gøtudanskt: the 

Danish pronouns sig and dig, pronounced [sὄj] and [dὄj] respectively in metropolitan 

Danish, were traditionally pronounced /si:g/ and /di:g/ in the Faroes, which corresponds 

much more closely with the orthography as conceptualised by Faroese speakers 

(Málting 1991: 30). 

 The pan-Scandinavian potential of this variety is often emphasised: indeed, the 

term skandinaviskt (óScandinavianô) is sometimes used in the Faroes as a label for it. 

Poulsen notes that it is much easier for other Scandinavians and Finns to understand the 
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Faroese when they use their literal pronunciation of Danish over the metropolitan 

variety, and that it also helps the Faroese understand spoken Norwegian and Swedish 

(2003: 384). The term skandinaviskt is problematic as it is used in mainland 

Scandinavia to describe the unstandardised mixed variety spoken by Swedes, 

Norwegians and Danes when conversing together (Da./Nw. skandinavisk, Sw. 

skandinaviska; Løland 1997: 22; Anna Helga Hannesdóttir 2000: 35). This 

óScandinavianô is characterised by a pronunciation which often approaches that of the 

addressee, as well as sporadic borrowings from the addresseeôs language in the rare 

instances where the languages differ considerably. A Dane, for example, when speaking 

to a Norwegian or a Swede, might choose femti (ófiftyô) rather than Standard Danish 

halvtreds, as this mirrors Norwegian femti/Swedish femtio.118 Clearly, this is not the 

same as variety (a) here, and calling the latter óScandinavianô ï a vocabulary choice 

which may well stem from a desire to mask the Faroese colonial past ï ignores the fact 

that variety (a) is grammatically correct Danish. 

 A similar phenomenon in Iceland, where Danish has been spoken on an 

Icelandic phonological substratum, has been called prentsmiðjudanska in Icelandic 

(ñPrint-Danishò; P. Rasmussen 1988: 12, Auður Hauksdóttir 2003: 195).119 Taking this 

Icelandic term as a basis, the thesis uses the term (Faroese) Print-Danish to refer to 

variety (a). 

 

3.2.2 Faroe-Danish (FD) 

The most famous written example of this second variety of Gøtudanskt appears in the 

Faroese author Heðin Brúôs memoirs, Endurminningar (1980: 268), in a passage that 

was later analysed by Hagström (1984a: 237).120 Brú cites a letter that was written by a 

                                                                 
118

 This scenario occurs quite commonly, since tital  (ótensô) such as femti do exist in Danish and are often 

used when writing in monetary contexts, such as on cheques, etc. As these terms are popularly, yet 

falsely, considered to have come from Swedish (Lundskær-Nielsen and Holmes 2010: 145-6), there is 

clearly general awareness in Denmark that the score system, with forms such as halvtreds (based on 

halvtredsindstyve, ótwo-and-a-half times 20ô; ibid.: 144), is not pan-Scandinavian. 

119
 Nevertheless, the Icelanders too often call this óScandinavianô (Bºrestam 1985: 74). Bºrestam also 

suggests that the label may be connected to a desire to conceal the Icelandic colonial past (ibid.). 

120
 Other examples of the variety are found in J.H.W. Poulsen (1993: 113, 115) and in the title of H.P. 

Petersenôs 2008 article. While these examples show significant Faroese influence, Petersen (2010) gives 

many examples of limited Faroese interference in the Danish of the Faroese within a range of categories. 

One such example is: FD. óJeg sagde til hanô (ñI said to himò): ótil hanô mirrors Fa. ôtil hannô, although 

Standard Danish is ótil hamô (ibid: 275). 
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Faroese farmer to a Dane who purchased a cow from him. The whole letter is written in 

what Hagström describes as Gøtudanskt, but just one sentence is analysed here: 

 

 The farmerôs letter (óGßtudansktô): tu kebte ene kigv fra meg121 

 Standard Faroese:   Tú keypti eina kúgv frá mær. 

 Standard Danish:   Du købte en ko af mig. 

(Hagström 1984a: 237) 

 

In this example, the variety labelled Gøtudanskt differs considerably from Standard 

Danish, although the farmer clearly intended to write in Danish. In this short sentence 

alone, we find evidence of Faroese interference on three levels: lexical (FD kigv, for Da. 

ko), grammatical (FD ene as the farmer replicates the Faroese feminine accusative form 

of the indefinite article, Fa. eina; FD fra instead of af reflecting Fa. frá) and 

phonological (FD kebte for Da. købte, and FD tu for Da. du).122 This variety is hereafter 

referred to as Faroe-Danish. The term reflects the intention of the speaker/writer to 

speak/write Danish, although s/he is only able to produce a form so heavily influenced 

by Faroese that it may become unrecognisable as Danish. 

 

3.3 Danish in the Faroes: the Earliest Sources 

It is important to view the rest of the material in Chapter 3 within a historical context. 

There are very few sources on the linguistic situation in the Faroes between the Middle 

Ages and the latter half of the eighteenth century when J.C. Svabo began to document 

the Faroese language. Interestingly, the few writers to concern themselves with the 

Faroes invariably mention the Danish language in their accounts. While the reliability of 

the reports varies, what they tell us about the role of Danish in society often reflects 

their attitudes towards the Faroese and their culture. Between 1651 and 1800 there are 

five important reports mentioning language in the Faroes. These have been discussed in 

previous research (cf. P.M. Rasmussen 1997: 25-8; H.P. Petersen 2010: 36-7), but little 

attention has been paid to how they may have been received and understood in 

metropolitan Denmark. While many of the comments and observations appear 

                                                                 
121

 ñYou bought a cow from meò. There is no capitalisation or punctuation in the original letter. 

122
 There is overlap between these areas. 
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straightforward enough, there is some value in contextualising them within their 

historical time period: the term óNorwegianô, for example, mentioned in three of the 

accounts (see below), would not have meant the same to the Faroese as it would have 

done to the individual writers in question, to the metropolitan Danish readership or to an 

audience today. To borrow once again from literary theory, Eagleton maintains, from a 

reception theory perspective, that ó[literary] work is full of ñindeterminaciesò, elements 

which depend for their effect upon the readerôs interpretation, and which can be 

interpreted in a number of different, perhaps mutually conflicting waysô (2008: 66). He 

goes on to suggest that óthe reader will bring to the work certain ñpre-understandingsò, a 

dim context of beliefs and expectations within which the workôs various features will be 

assessedô (p.67). Castle concurs: ó[t]he literary text is far more than what is written in it; 

and this ñfar moreò comes into existence precisely as part of a creative process whereby 

the readerôs own faculties are brought into beingô (2007: 177). These óbeliefs and 

expectationsô mentioned by Eagleton and the ófacultiesô described by Castle must be 

considered for a full appreciation of the accountsô effect on whoever read the texts in 

Denmark. They are also important for an understanding of whether these texts 

facilitated the construction of an environment in metropolitan Denmark that was ripe for 

saming to take place (cf. 3.4). The five accounts are not literary texts, but the issue of 

what they mean to the reader is the same. 

 The first account after the medieval period to mention Danish on the islands ï 

and, incidentally, the first to mention Faroese ï is Jens Lauritzsøn Wolffôs Norrigia 

Illustrata of 1651. He notes: 

 

Øerne ere 17 / som efter deris Størelse har mange eller faae Kircker / 
deris Præster prædicker dansk / hvilcket Indbyggerne forstaar ligesaa 

vel som de Norske / de læse udi Danske Bøger / hvorudi og 
Ungdommen undervises / men / naar de ville / tale de imellem sig 
selv et Sprog / som ingen kand forstaa / uden de som har omgaaet 

med dem nogen Tid. 
(Wolff 1651: 202; tr.7) 

 

We cannot be sure where Wolff acquired his information about the Faroes. As P.M. 

Rasmussen points out, Wolff, a Dane, never went to the islands as far as we know 

(1997: 26). Nevertheless, his account fits in with what is known about the Faroese 

language climate at the time: Danish was the Church language, having been established 

as such after the Reformation, although the Faroese continued to speak their own 
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language among themselves. While Wolffôs account teaches us little about the state of 

Faroese in the seventeenth century, the fact that an understanding of it can be acquired 

after ónogen Tidô (ñsome timeò) suggests a closeness between the language and Danish. 

Unlike later descriptions, Wolffôs report contains no hint of saming (cf. 2.3.1; 3.4), as 

Danish and Faroese are given separate identities. Even so, the claim that the Faroese 

speak their language ñwhen they want toò, does imply a degree of superfluity for this 

language within Faroese society.123 

 The next report comes from Lucas Jacobsen Debesô Færøernes Beskrivelse 

(1673). Debes, from Stubbekøbing in Denmark, worked in the Faroes as a priest. On 

language, he has this to say: óDeris Spraack er Norsk / dog udi disse Tjder meest Danskô 

(ñTheir language is Norwegian / although in these times mostly Danishò; 1673: 253). 

As Rischel (1963: 58) points out, the fact that Debes calls Faroese Norwegian is not 

strange ï Svabo later does likewise ï and he probably means óNorwegian in originô, but 

his assertion that the language is now ómeest Danskô (ñmostly Danishò) is hard to 

interpret. Rischel suggests that if Debes means that Danish is the ótoneangivendeô 

(ñleadingò) language on the islands, the language of the Church, education and 

administration, then Debesô account ties in with what we have already learnt from Wolff 

(ibid.: 60). Again, it is difficult to know how Debes acquired some of the information he 

gives about the Faroese language. He is the first to divide the islands into two main 

dialect areas (north and south) and introduce a number of Faroese terms. Given that he 

seems to be quite knowledgeable about Faroese, his claim that the language of the 

Faroese was ómostly Danishô at the time he wrote his text is somewhat surprising. Either 

way, Debesô account does little to promote the idea of Faroese as a separate language 

among metropolitan Danes and could have helped create a climate for the saming of the 

language there. The fact that Debes had lived and worked on the islands would have lent 

his report credibility for its Danish readership. 

Since the Norwegian language itself was in a precarious position in Norway, the 

association with Norwegian would have done Faroese few favours. Vikør points out that 

by 1525 Danish had almost fully replaced Norwegian as the written language in Norway 

                                                                 
123

 One report, although of less importance to the thesis as it was not aimed at a Danish audience, should 

be mentioned. The Icelander, Jón Ólafsson indíafari, spent a fortnight in the Faroes between 1615 and 

1622. During his stay, he gave one islander two Icelandic books and said that this islander was able to 

read Icelandic óskĨrlegaô (ñclearlyò) as ól²tiĦ skildi vort m§l og Īeirraô (ñlittle separated our language from 

theirsò; J·n člafsson ind²afari 1661: 121). His account, which predates Wolffôs, also stated that Danish 

was the Faroese Church language. 
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(Vikør 2001a: 54). Between the Reformation and the late nineteenth century, urban 

centres in particular came to be dominated by a Norwegian spoken variety very heavily 

based on written Danish.124 By the time Debesô account was published in 1673, many 

readers in metropolitan Denmark may well have considered the Norwegian language 

itself to be nothing more than a collection of deviant Danish dialects. In this scenario, 

whether the Faroese language is ultimately Danish or Norwegian in origin or nature is 

of little consequence. 

 Peder Hansen Resenôs Atlas Danicus, Færøerne of 1688 is the next work to 

document Danish in the Faroes. Resen retells how the Faroese are descended from the 

original Norwegian settlers and that óde [...] bruge det Norske Sprog, undtagen at det er 

lidt blandet med den Danske Dialect, som de Danske har indfßrtô (ñthey [...] use the 

Norwegian language, although this is somewhat mixed with the Danish dialect, which 

the Danes have introducedò; 1688: 77-9). While Resen is merely commenting on what 

Svabo, the writer of the next report, would describe in much greater detail ï increased 

interference from Danish in the local language ï his choice of wording would have 

given further óevidenceô to the Danes that the Faroese spoke Danish. There is certainly 

no suggestion that the Faroese speak a language peculiar to themselves. P.M. 

Rasmussen concludes that Resen probably took his information from Debes and 

misunderstood him (1997: 26).  

 J.C. Svabo, from Miðvágur on the island of Vágar, was the first Faroese person 

to write about the language situation on the islands and the first of all to do so in any 

great detail. In his Indberetninger fra en Reise i Færøe (ñReports from a Journey to the 

Faroesò) of 1782, Svabo recognises the Old Norse origins of his mother tongue and also 

provides the first detailed sketch of the Faroese dialects. However, he foresees a bleak 

future for the language. It has become so ófordervetô (ñcorruptedò), particularly in 

Tórshavn, that the best option would be to abandon it altogether in favour of Danish. 

Whereas the Icelanders, he notes, have successfully managed to restore their language 

to its former óReenhedô (ñpurityò), this would be much too onerous in the case of 

Faroese (p.266). Svabo sees his collection of Faroese folk ballads and language samples 

as being for posterity alone. 

As regards Danish itself, Svabo indicates that everyone on the islands can at 

least understand the language, and many speak it well. He goes so far as to call it 
                                                                 
124

 As in the Faroes, where the phonology of Danish remained Faroese, in Norway it remained 

Norwegian. 
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óHoved-Sprogetô (ñthe main languageò; ibid.). Like Wolff before him, Svabo identifies 

clear domains for the language: it is the medium of the Church, religious education and 

the courts. 

Jørgen Landt was a priest on northern Streymoy from 1791 to 1799 (P.M. 

Rasmussen 1997: 28). His Forsøg til en Beskrivelse af Færøerne (1800) has little to say 

about language use on the islands, but he does make interesting comments on the origin 

of Faroese and its close relationship to Danish: 

 

Det færøske Sprog forekommer en Fremmed i Begyndelsen meget 
uforstaaeligt, men man lærer at forstaae det, førend man ventede det, 

thi en stor Deel af Ordene ere gamle danske eller rettere norske, 
hvilke ved en fordrejet Udtale have faaet et fremmed Udseende[.] 

(Landt 1800: 248; tr.8) 

 

Again, an impression is given of a society in which a deviant language is spoken, based 

on either Danish or Norwegian, but Norwegian was probably almost synonymous with 

Danish for Landtôs readers, writing as he was in 1800. There would have been little 

awareness in Denmark of the fact that the óNorwegianô of the Faroese would have little 

in common, grammatically or phonetically, with the Norwegian dialects with which 

they themselves were familiar. 

 What Landt says about Danish pronunciation on the islands is particularly 

enlightening: here we (presumably) have the first written account of Faroese Print-

Danish. 

 

I øvrigt fortjener det at mærkes, at omendskjønt Færøeboerne stedse 
tale deres eget Sprog, hvis Accent falder noget i det Norske, saa 
forstaae de dog næsten alle meget vel det Danske, i hvilket Sprog 

ogsaa Kristendommen læres og Gudtjenesten forrettes, ja mange af 
dem tale endog ret godt Dansk, og da er dette Sprog i deres Mund 

langt tydligere og nettere, end hos Almuesfolk i de øvrige danske 
Provintser. 

(Landt 1800: 251; tr.9) 

 

 In conclusion, it is clear that early reports from the Faroes would have done little 

to convince the Danish metropolitan readership that Faroese was an independent 

language. In the historical context in which they operated ï with due attention paid to 

Eagletonôs óbeliefs and expectationsô ï Debes and Resen must have created the 
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impression of islanders speaking a half-Danish, half-Norwegian mixed language; Wolff 

and Landt acknowledge the Faroese language, but imply or confirm Faroese fluency in 

Danish, and Svabo, although he clearly recognises two separate languages on the 

islands and emphasises the Old Norse origins of Faroese, is so emphatic in his criticism 

of the current impoverished state of the language that readers on the Danish mainland 

would have seen little benefit in maintaining it. 

 

3.4 Saming in the Faroes 

Chapter 2 established the fact that the Faroese colonial experience differed dramatically 

from other colonial encounters. Traditionally, post-colonial study has focused on the 

existence of óthe otherô, the colonised, who represents everything that óthe Otherô, the 

coloniser, is not. In recent years, however, it has become acceptable to recognise that 

this binary distinction neither needs to be nor is always evident in all aspects of the 

colonial relationship. As noted, the now widely accepted incorporation of Ireland into 

post-colonial analysis is a prime example. In Ireland, the European versus non-

European and white versus black dichotomies simply did not exist. 

 The Faroes constitute an even more radical deviation from the norm. The 

common Faroese and Danish cultural, religious and ï of most importance to the thesis ï 

linguistic heritage renders the traditional conception of óthe otherô irrelevant: it could 

even be argued that in this case óthe otherô does not exist. That is, of course, not to say 

that the Faroese are Danes, but when the other resembles the self to such an extent, new 

theoretical models become necessary. I propose the concept of saming as one such 

model to deal with the Faroes. 

 The Danish colonisers were certainly aware of the difference between the 

Faroese and traditional colonial peoples such as the Greenlanders. Marquardt (2005: 

177) details an exchange in the Danish Folketing in 1862 where this was expressly 

discussed. A.F. Tscherning, a Folketing member, questioned the sense in sending a 

Greenlandic smith to Copenhagen for training: he felt it would have been more 

appropriate to send him to T·rshavn, óthi der er langt stßrre Lighed mellem FÞringerne 

og GrßnlÞnderne i Forhold til deres Maade at leve paaô (ñfor there is much greater 

similarity between the Faroese and the Greenlanders as regards their way of lifeò). 

Tscherning was referring to the size of the populations rather than the characteristics of 

their inhabitants. However, the Home Secretary, P.M. Orla Lehmann, corrected him: 
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Jeg skal først og fremmest baade paa egne og Andres vegne tage en 
Reservation imod, at den høie, ædle nordiske Stamme, Færingerne, 
paa nogen Maade sættes i Parallel med Grønlænderne [é] Vi kunne 

ikke ansee Grønlænderne som vore Brødre, saaledes som Tilfældet er 
med Færingerne, der jo ogsaa er repræsenterede her paa Rigsdagen. 

(In Marquardt 2005: 177; tr.10) 

 

A second example, from Stoklund (2005: 254), recalls the Colonial Exhibition in 

Copenhagen in 1905, the full title of which was Dansk Koloniudstilling (Grønland og 

Dansk Vestindien) samt Udstilling fra Island og Færøerne (ñThe Danish Colonial 

Exhibition [Greenland and the Danish West-Indies] together with an Exhibition from 

Iceland and the Faroesò). The difference in attitudes towards the two groups of colonies 

is clear.125 

The close relationship of the Faroese and Danish languages facilitated the 

linguistic saming, coupled with the fact that Faroese had no accepted orthography until 

the late nineteenth century and no written form at all prior to Svaboôs recording of 

Faroese folk material at the end of the eighteenth century.126 The Icelanders, who also 

spoke a language related to Danish, were much less susceptible to a comparable process 

as they possessed a considerable corpus of written literature. If we accept Memmiôs 

general claim that colonisers do not believe that the colonised have a living literature in 

their own language (1957b: 159), it could be argued that the Icelanders had effectively 

written themselves out of colonialism. As Neijmann argues:  

 

[I] t is obvious to anyone studying this aspect of Icelandic history [the 

struggle for independence from Denmark] that language and 
literature played a crucial role, possibly even the most critical of 

roles. The fact that in Iceland people still spoke a language very close 
to that originally spoken in Scandinavia but no longer understood 
elsewhere in the region, and that they possessed a widely recognised 

                                                                 
125

 By distinguishing treatment of its European from its non-European colonies, Denmarkôs actions 

resembled those of the British. According to Young, óthe British always disdained the French idea of 

colonial assimilation, but in fact they practised it with respect to contiguous territories within the British 

Islesô (2001: 299). 

126
 The written language that had been used sporadically on the islands prior to the Reformation did not 

differ significantly from that used in Norway. Sources are few. Hammershaimb notes the existence of 

certain Faroese letters and documents from the fifteenth century and finds that the language is the same as 

in old Norwegian and Icelandic letters. He adds that a linguist may find intermittent examples of 

peculiarly Faroese deviations from the norm, but that these would only become evident óved meget nºje 

eftersynô (ñupon very close inspectionò; Hammershaimb 1891: LIV). 
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medieval literature, allowed Iceland to argue convincingly in the 
international arena what is essential to a recognition of nationhood, 

its ódifferenceô from other nations, and from the mother country in 
particular. 

(Neijmann 2006: 43-4) 

 

Neijmannôs article goes on to state that this corpus performed a similar function in the 

domestic arena: through their literature, the Icelanders could see themselves as separate 

people (p.44). That is not to say that the Faroese considered themselves Danish: Matras 

(1941: 82) observes that, although it is difficult to ascertain when the Faroese began to 

see themselves as Faroese, they never considered themselves Danish.127 Rather, it is a 

question of when they ceased to see themselves as Norwegian. However, the lack of 

anything comparable to the Icelandic sagas ï the Faroese literary corpus was entirely 

oral ï meant that any notion of an identity for the Faroese or their language could be 

ignored by the Danish colonisers. Furthermore, as the previous section demonstrated, 

early accounts of the distant Faroes did little to construct a notion of a Faroese linguistic 

identity in mainland Denmark. 

Thus, the Danes were able to ignore the Faroese language, treating it as ï and 

later labelling it ï a deviant offshoot of their own language. As we shall see, the 

Icelanders, along with the Danes and the Swedes, were able to use vernacular 

translations of the Bible after the Reformation; in the Faroes, however, the Danish Bible 

was used. From that moment on, the ascent of the Danish language within Faroese 

society began ï Danish became the language of the Church, the administration and, 

upon their introduction several centuries later, the schools. 

This final domain brings us to a watershed year in the Faroese-Danish colonial 

relationship. In 1844 the status of the Faroese language was discussed at an official 

level for the first time. At the meeting of the Islandsô Assembly in Roskilde, a proposal 

to introduce state schooling in the Faroes was debated.128 Until that point, Faroese 

children had traditionally been taught by their parents or by a neighbour in the village. 

For the Danes, it was unthinkable that the medium of these new schools could be 

                                                                 
127

 Despite the infamous words of the Faroese Folketing member, Oliver Effersße, in 1906: óVi FÞringer 

fßle os fuldstÞndig som Danskeô (ñWe Faroese feel ourselves to be fully Danishô; Thomassen 1985: 33). 

128
 Ten years previously Denmark had been divided into four Stænderforsamlinger, ñAssemblies of the 

States Generalò (Nauerbyôs translation; 1996: 42). The Faroes came under the Islandsô Assembly, which 

met at Roskilde. 
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anything but Danish: Faroese had no written norm and at the Assembly meeting the 

question was posed whether Faroese could be considered a language at all. 

When discussing Spivakôs example of othering ï Captain Birch appearing to the 

natives in India and presenting their place in the world to them (cf. 2.2.1) ï I mentioned 

the fact that there was no need for Birch to tell the Indians of their new, subordinate 

role. The social structures of the colonial experience can clearly be established through 

action alone. In the same way, until the 1844 meeting, saming had successfully 

functioned without the Danes telling the Faroese that their language was a variety of 

Danish. The 1844 Assembly meeting marks a clear departure from this óunspoken 

samingô: several speakers there called Faroese a Danish dialect. Provst (ñDeanò) 

Plesner, a Danish priest who had spent some time on the islands, asked whether there 

might be value in maintaining the role of the Faroese language in education to some 

degree, to which Cancelliraad Hunderup replied:129 

 
Med Hensyn til Sproget har den sidste Taler yttret, at der bør tages 

fortrinligt Hensyn til det færøeske Sprog; men jeg maa herved gjøre 
opmærksom paa, at dette vel ikke kan kaldes et Sprog, da det kun er 
en Mundart eller Dialect, som bestaaer af en Blanding af Islandsk og 

Dansk. 
(Grundtvig 1845: 36; Grundtvigôs emphasis; tr.11) 

 

At that point, even Plesner conceded óat det kun er en fordÞrvet Dialect af Dansk og 

Islandsk, og at det ikke fra Sprogets egen Side er synderlig vÞrd at holde paaô 

(Grundtvig 1845: 38).130 The significant element here is not necessarily that Faroese 

was called a dialect ï the term clearly had wider application as a synonym for 

ólanguageô, as when Resen refers to Danish as óden Danske Dialectô (ñthe Danish 

dialectò; 1688: 79) ï but that it was called a dialect of Danish. 

At the close of the Islandsô Assembly discussion, Bishop Mynster concludes: 

 

[A]t det er unægteligt, at den færøiske Dialect forholder sig til 
Dansk, omtrent som i Holsteen Plattysk forholder sig til Højtysk, og 

jeg troer dog ikke, at man nogensinde i Holsteen har forlangt, at der, 
hvor Folkesproget er Plattysk, ogsaa skulde undervises i denne 

Dialect. Ogsaa er Kirkesproget paa Færøerne Dansk. 
(Grundtvig 1845: 39; tr.12) 

                                                                 
129

 Cancelliraad is an honorific title. 

130
 ñthat it is only a corrupt dialect of Danish and Icelandic, and that from the point of view of the 

language itself is not particularly worth perpetuating.ò 
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This seems to be further evidence of the saming process: clearly, there was little 

awareness of the Faroes and Faroese conditions at the Roskilde meeting. By presenting 

a linguistic situation to his colleagues that they would be familiar with ï Low German 

versus High German in Holstein ï and forcing an uncertain Faroese parallel, Mynster 

was dismissing any Faroese linguistic identity.131 The position of the Assembly was 

clear and in 1846 provision was made for the introduction of Danish-medium schools in 

the Faroes. 

 In response to the Islandsô Assembly meeting, V.U. Hammershaimb, the Faroese 

student ï and later priest ï who would go on to create todayôs official Faroese 

orthography, wrote a letter to Kjøbenhavnsposten in 1844 in defence of the Faroese 

language.132 Subsequently, the Dane, Svend Grundtvig, son of the prominent scholar, 

N.F.S. Grundtvig, wrote an impassioned booklet promoting the same cause under the 

title Dansken paa Færøerne: Sidestykke til Tysken i Slesvig (ñDanish in the Faroes: 

Parallel to German in Schleswigò; 1845). United by a common interest in folk literature, 

Grundtvig and Hammershaimb had become friends as students in Copenhagen in 1843 

(Wylie 1987: 98). 

In the debate that ensued in Denmark, we are able to find further evidence of the 

saming phenomenon: until the issue of the schools arose, the Faroes had made little, if 

any, impact upon metropolitan Danish consciousness. The following article, which 

appeared in the Danish satirical paper, Corsaren, on 25th April 1845, gives some 

indication of the Danish attitude to the far-off Faroes and the criticism by 

Hammershaimb and Grundtvig. (Amager, it should be noted, is an island to the east of 

Zealand and part of Copenhagen lies on it. Dutch farmers were invited by the Danish 

king to move there in the sixteenth century and provide vegetables for the growing 

city): 

 

Til Stifterne af det »færøske Selskab». [...] vi ere Amagere. Men hvor 

er vort Sprog blevet af? Betænker, hvilken Uretfærdighed I Danske 
have begaaet imod os og vore Børn! Der, hvor vort Modersmaal 
Hollandsken før lød, der høres nu Dansk ï og Dansk alene! Dansken 

                                                                 
131

 This parallel would resurface 68 years later in 1912 when the priest Theodor Sørensen argued that 

Faroese should be considered a óHjemmesprogô (ñHome Languageò) like Low German, and Danish 

should be the Faroese óKultursprogô (ñLanguage of Cultureò), like High German in Northern Germany 

(Thomassen 1985: 59). 

132
 Under the pseudonym óEn FÞringô (ñA Faroe Islanderò). 
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lyder fra Prædikestolen, Dansk er vort Skolesprog, vort Retssprog, 
paa Dansk blive vore Børn commanderede af danske Officierer. See, 

det er alt kommet saavidt med Udryddelsen af vort Sprog, at ikke en 
eneste veed, hvad Kaal eller Gulerødder hedder pa [sic] Hollandsk. 

O, saa hjælp os da! Stift et amagersk Selskab! Og naar saa engang 
vor Literatur blomstrer herligt, saa ville I som dens berømmelige 
Stiftere blive satte først i vort Forfatterlexicon. Det er ikke i vort eget 

Navn alene, at vi tale til Eder: Det er det hele amagerske Folks 
Ønske, vi udtale. Paa Eder ere alle Amageres Øine henvendte! Vi 

bringe Eder alle Amagernes broderlige Hilsen! 
Flere Amagere. 

 

(In Matras 1951: 106; tr.13) 
 

The sentiment of the writers is clear: the Faroese should forget any antiquated notion of 

a separate identity and accept both the passing of their culture and the fact that they are 

now Danes. Through their ridiculing of the idea of an independent Faroese identity, the 

writers effectively ósameô the Faroese, at least in the minds of the metropolitan 

readership. The language of the Faroese receives similar treatment ï just as the people 

of Amager speak Danish, so do the Faroese: they may have spoken some other language 

in an ancient past, but that too is confined to the annals of history.133 As with the High 

German/Low German example, there was clearly a desire to create parallels to the 

language situation in an effort to ósame awayô the Faroese problem. 

 A further example of the, perhaps unconscious, saming of the Faroese by people 

living in metropolitan Denmark comes from a book which appeared in the decade 

following the schools debate. In an introduction to his Den slesvigske Treaarskrig,134 

Hammerich describes the five main peoples (óHovedstammerô) who inhabit the lands of 

the Danish monarchy: óDanske, Tydske, IslÞndere, Negere og GrßnlÞndereô (1852: 

1).135 The silence here regarding the Faroese speaks volumes: seven years after the 

debate of 1844-5, the Faroese still do not register as a people in Danish consciousness. 

Even in 1901, Christian Pedersen, a Dane working as a priest on Sandoy, compared the 

Faroese to the inhabitants of metropolitan Danish regions and islands (such as 

Vendsyssel and Bornholm) as he criticised what he considered to be the oppression of 

the Danish language on the Faroes (Thomassen 1985: 16-17). 

                                                                 
133

 In fact, Danish did not fully replace Dutch as the Church and school language on Amager until 1811 

(Frandsen 2002: 40). 

134
 ñThe Schleswig Three Yearsô War.ò 

135
 ñDanes, Germans, Icelanders, Negros and Greenlanders.ò 
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3.5 Saming in the Faroes: the Effects 

With the saming process established, 3.5 explores the subsequent bearing this had on 

the linguistic climate in the Faroes. Given that two central areas of linguistic contention 

in the Faroes today ï purism and the resulting development of internal diglossia within 

the Faroese language136 ï clearly owe their existence to the historical presence of 

Danish on the islands, an attempt to summarise all the effects of colonialism in one 

section could only be superficial. However, this section focuses on two effects of the 

saming process which have not received so much attention and which relate more 

directly to the colonial past: synergy and ódomino colonialismô. Following this 

discussion, mention is made of the Danish bishop and hymn writer, Thomas Kingo 

(1634-1703), and the special place that the saming process created for him within the 

Faroese cultural landscape. 

3.5.1 deals with the topic of synergy and the way in which the Danish colonisers 

were able to create a social structure in which the Faroese and Danish cultures ï and 

cultural elements such as language ï were able to combine. The most famous examples 

of language synergy are arguably Print-Danish and Faroe-Danish. 3.5.2 addresses the 

question of whether this colonial ósocial structureô facilitated a situation where cultural 

elements that were predominantly Faroese (or at least perceived to be so, such as the 

chain dance), furthered Danish culture and the Danish language. This process could be 

labelled ódomino colonialismô, i.e. colonialism propagated by existing local structures 

with no continued effort on the part of the coloniser, but which ultimately results from 

the coloniserôs ideology and actions. 

 

3.5.1 Synergy 

By failing for so long to define what constituted óDanishô or óFaroeseô linguistically, the 

Danish colonisers created an environment in which products that drew from both 

cultural spheres could emerge. In 2.4.1, I mentioned L. Joensenôs discussion of the 

hybridity of Gøtudanskt (2005: 248). Hybridity is a contentious term that has often been 

                                                                 
136

 See Majbritt Pauladóttir (2008) on Faroese diglossia. Majbritt describes an H-variety (ófßroyskt 

standardfr§brigdiô) which resembles modern written Faroese and an L-variety (ódagligt fr§brigdiô), which 

resembles ódonskum/skandinaviskum m§liô (ñDanish/Scandinavian languageò; 2008: 64). Although 

Majbritt mentions Danish and Scandinavian, her discussion makes it clear that the L-variety borrows 

heavily from Danish. This internal diglossia is much closer to Fergusonôs original definition (Ferguson 

1959: 25). Only in 1967 did Fishman expand the designation to cover two separate languages operating 

within H and L spheres (Fishman 1967). 
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used in post-colonial study to refer to óthe creation of new transcultural forms within the 

contact zone produced by colonizationô (Ashcroft et al. 2007: 108). Ashcroft et al. 

suggest the term ósynergyô as a replacement for óhybridityô due to the latterôs racial 

connotations (ibid.: 210). Loomba, for example, demonstrates that the term óhybridsô 

has been used synonymously with ómestizosô (2005: 13).137 The additional definition 

Ashcroft et al. give is also useful: óthe product of two (or more) forces that are 

reduceable to neitherô (2007: 210). From a Faroese language perspective, Faroese Print-

Danish and Faroe-Danish are undoubtedly the best known ósynergeticô products, but 

there are numerous other linguistic examples. This section focuses on three distinct 

linguistic manifestations of this synergy. 

 

1. óManga takkô 

Sær er siður á landi (ñEach Country has its Customsò; 1949), by Rasmus Rasmussen 

(1871-1962), gives a fascinating and rare insight into Faroese life in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century.138 Here we are able to find several examples of synergy. 

Rasmussenôs comments on Danish and Faroese within the religious domain are 

mentioned in 3.6.2, but his treatment of what he calls the óthanksgiving prayerô 

(ótakkarbºninô, p.148) is particularly illuminating. He cites the prayer as: óJesus havi 

lov, takk og pr²s til evig Tid amen. Jesus spisiĦ t¼ mÞr. Manga takk!ô (óJesus have laud, 

thanks and praise forever, amen. Jesus feed me. Many thanksô; ibid.). As Rasmussen 

acknowledges, this prayer, which was always said after meals in the Faroes, is in a 

mixed language: some words are pure Danish ([til ] evig Tid), others are Faroese, albeit 

ones which have Danish cognates (Jesus havi lov, takk og prís [til ]) and two are Faroese 

in form, but Danish in origin (spisið, from Da. spise, óto eatô, no longer found in 

Faroese, and manga, ómanyô, cf. Da. mange). The pure Danish words would 

undoubtedly have received Faroese Print-Danish pronunciation. That this language 

mixing took place, was acceptable and became ritualised (according to Rasmussen) is 

noteworthy. As Chapter 6 demonstrates in Greenland, language mixing is certainly 

common in post-colonial societies: what is unusual in the Faroese colonial scenario is 

how difficult it can be to identify from which language the individual words have come. 

                                                                 
137

 Defined as óa man of mixed European and Native American ancestryô (Allen 2003), although the term 

is sometimes expanded to include any person of mixed coloniser/colonised descent. 

138
 Rasmussen is additionally known as Rasmus á Háskúlanum (P.M. Rasmussen 1997: 33). Under the 

pseudonym Regin í Líð, he also wrote the first Faroese-language novel, Bábelstornið (ñThe Tower of 

Babelò; 1909). 
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 The grace arose from the blurred boundary between Danish and Faroese: the 

ócontact zoneô described by Ashcroft et al. Of particular interest is what Rasmussen 

says about the last two words of the prayer: ó[a]v hesum eru hesi tvey seinastu orðini 

varĦveitt til n¼, sum nakaĦ serstakt fßroysktô (1949: 148).139 While cognate equivalents 

of manga takk, ómany thanksô, are found in other Scandinavian languages (cf. Da. 

Mange tak), only in the Faroes is this expression only used after meals. That this 

peculiarly Faroese idiom, identified as such by the Faroese, has its origin in the mixed-

language prayer, and, ultimately, in the synergetic Danish-Faroese colonial space 

created by saming, is telling: the tradition would not exist, were it not for the Danish 

colonisers. This fact further supports the view that a theoretical perspective which takes 

the unique Faroese colonial experience into consideration is necessary when analysing 

aspects of Faroese language history. Had the Danish and Faroese cultures been further 

removed (and therefore, saming rendered impossible), such mixed language use might 

well still have occurred, but the idea that any element of it should become identifiable as 

something ópeculiarly Faroeseô is, I would argue, much less likely. 

 

2. The recording of Mariu vísa 

Weyheôs discussion of Mariu vísa (2003), a Faroese ballad, considers the occasional 

difficulties in determining whether a particular folk song/ballad is Danish or Faroese in 

origin. As he explains, once these began to be recorded on the islands around 1800, 

Faroese ballads would generally be written in a Faroese form (orthophonetically) and 

Danish folk songs in a Danish form (p.553).140 Some songs, however, appear in mixed 

form ï often with alternate verses in Danish and Faroese ï and Weyhe believes that 

these songs, presumably originally Danish, were most likely also performed in this way 

(p.554). He considers Mariu vísa to be unusual because it was probably sung in Faroese, 

but written in Danish, given that it may generally have been considered improper to sing 

folk songs in Faroese (p.563). Ashcroft et al.ôs definition of a transcultural product as 

one which stems from two cultures, but which cannot necessarily be reduced to either, 

seems fitting here. Clearly, Weyhe is able to draw conclusions on the original 

performance language of Mariu vísa, but the fact that this is not straightforward is of 

central importance. 

                                                                 
139

 ñOf this, the last two words are preserved to the present day as something peculiarly Faroese.ò 

140
 Weyhe uses the term sprogdragt, lit. ñlanguage dressò. See 3.5.2 for a discussion on the way in which 

Danish songs entered the Faroese national repertoire. 



104 
 

3. Written code-switching 

The photograph shown here (Plate 1) depicts a particularly striking example of language 

synergy. The picture, which has not been previously analysed, shows a Salvation Army 

young peopleôs band from T·rshavn, c.1933. The flag in the background displays an 

interesting language mix: Da. Frelsens Hær (ñThe Salvation Armyò) instead of Fa. 

Frelsunarherurin, coupled with Fa. hornorkestur (ñbrass bandò), rather than Da. 

hornorkester.141 

 

 

 

Plate 1: Salvation Army Young Peopleôs Band, T·rshavn, c.1933 

 

Danish loanwords are (still) commonplace in Faroese, but these generally appear 

in a Faroese form (cf. Da. følelse, ófeelingô, Fa. følilsi, standard Fa. kensla; see fn.16). 

The examples are too numerous to list. However, here we have an example of a Danish 

term, in Danish form, juxtaposed with a Faroese word in Faroese form (written ócode-

switchingô). In the Faroese language context, this is unnecessary: a Danish-influenced 

form of Fa. Frelsunarherurin, Frelsensher, does exist (and is still heard, and 

                                                                 
141

 There is, of course, influence from a third language in the form of the English possessive apostrophe. 

This suggests that the flag may have been made in England ï The Salvation Armyôs British Territory 

oversaw the fledgling Faroese work. The apostrophe was most likely added by someone unfamiliar with 

Danish spelling conventions. If the flag was made in England, presumably someone from the Faroes 

dictated what was to be written on it: it is unlikely any Dane would have given the Faroese name for 

óbrass bandô but not óSalvation Armyô. 
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sporadically seen, on the islands).142 Clearly, whoever created the flag ï or dictated its 

message ï saw nothing wrong with this language mixture and was unable to discern its 

inappropriateness judged by todayôs standards: The Salvation Army was known by the 

Danish name under which it arrived on the islands (in 1924) and could scarcely be 

called anything else at the time. The temporal window in which such mixed writing 

would have been acceptable (or even possible) was very short; presumably after the 

Christmas meeting of 1888 (Fa. Jólafundurin, see 3.6) and before Faroese received 

official recognition under the terms of the 1948 Home Rule Act. This time period 

approximately coincides with what L. Joensen called óthe Dano-Faroese momentô in 

Faroese literary history (see 2.4.1). In my view this is a clear example of successful 

extended application of literary theory to the position of the colonial language within 

society. 

Unlike Faroe-Danish, the synergy on the photograph is not within the words 

themselves, but within the culture. The Faroese were unable to reduce certain elements 

within society to either cultural force. Had the distinction between Danish and Faroese 

been established earlier, transcultural forms of this nature would indubitably have 

seemed wrong at the time. As R. Rasmussen remarks, there was clear understanding of 

what was Danish and what was Faroese in other areas of society: at Faroese weddings, 

for example, the bridegroom would be ó² donskum klÞĦumô (ñin Danish clothesò), with 

ódanskan hattô (ña Danish hatò) and tables would be set ó§ danskan h§ttô (ñthe Danish 

wayò; 1949: 99-100). In the linguistic sphere, Danishness and Faroeseness merged. Of 

course, somewhat later, in the heart of L. Joensenôs Dano-Faroese moment, this 

merging was also effected deliberately, most famously in the novels of Jacobsen and 

Heinesen. 

 

3.5.2 óDomino Colonialismô 

This thesis proposes that the Danish colonial policy of saming the Faroese (which, until 

1846, largely consisted of simply disregarding the Faroese language, nationhood and 

                                                                 
142

 As seen, for example, on two occasions on the online discussion forum of the Faroese Kvinna 

magazine: óFrelsensher heldur seg vekk [...]ô 

http://www.kvinna.fo/Default.aspx?pageid=12065&IFrame_OverrideURL=http://services.kvinna.fo/kjak.

asp%3Faction%3Dkjak%26subaction%3Dvistrad%26kjakid%3D16%26trad id%3D2734 (from 2005, last 

accessed on 22/02/11) and óKom, kom, kom til Frelsensher [...]ô 

http://www.kvinna.fo/Default.aspx?pageid=12065&IFrame_OverrideURL=http://services.kvinna.fo/kjak.

asp%3Faction%3Dkjak%26subaction%3Dvistrad%26kjakid%3D16%26trad id%3D1559 (from 2009, last 

accessed on 22/02/11). In the former, the word is used in the nominative case, but still lacks the masculine 

nominative -ur ending of standard Faroese, cf. herur, óarmyô.  

http://www.kvinna.fo/Default.aspx?pageid=12065&IFrame_OverrideURL=http://services.kvinna.fo/kjak.asp%3Faction%3Dkjak%26subaction%3Dvistrad%26kjakid%3D16%26tradid%3D2734
http://www.kvinna.fo/Default.aspx?pageid=12065&IFrame_OverrideURL=http://services.kvinna.fo/kjak.asp%3Faction%3Dkjak%26subaction%3Dvistrad%26kjakid%3D16%26tradid%3D2734
http://www.kvinna.fo/Default.aspx?pageid=12065&IFrame_OverrideURL=http://services.kvinna.fo/kjak.asp%3Faction%3Dkjak%26subaction%3Dvistrad%26kjakid%3D16%26tradid%3D1559
http://www.kvinna.fo/Default.aspx?pageid=12065&IFrame_OverrideURL=http://services.kvinna.fo/kjak.asp%3Faction%3Dkjak%26subaction%3Dvistrad%26kjakid%3D16%26tradid%3D1559
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culture) created a situation in which the Danish language could be further perpetuated 

by a process that could be labelled ódomino colonialismô. As noted in 3.5.1, the lack of 

distinction between what was Faroese and what was Danish linguistically meant that 

Danish could enter the Faroese cultural sphere effectively óuncheckedô. Gradual Danish 

language encroachment into Faroese culture was accepted, and it spread into many 

areas. Indeed, Danish was able to permeate Faroese society to such an extent that much 

of what is considered typical of Faroese culture was affected to some degree. This 

section examines how one of these areas ï the Faroese chain dance, today considered 

quintessentially Faroese ï further disseminated the Danish language. 

 The chain dance, commonly known on the islands as føroyskur dansur (ñFaroese 

danceò), is believed to be related to the line-dance which originated in France in the 

thirteenth century and then spread throughout Europe over the following 200 years 

(West 1972: 41). Whereas the chain dance eventually gave way to other forms in the 

rest of Europe, in the Faroes it has remained until the present day. In their treatise on 

Faroese culture, Wylie and Margolin consider the iconic image of the dansiringur (ñring 

of dancersò) so significant that they say it embodies the very essence of Faroese culture: 

 

The dansiringur nearly represents, we feel, the Faroese adaptation of 

large forms to a land of closely known neighbors and landscapes, the 
complex inward turnings of Faroese culture, and its tortuous sense of 
wholeness. 

(Wylie and Margolin 1981: 12) 

 

The Faroese chain dance was performed on Sundays during the winter period 

between Christmas and the start of Lent, at weddings, at grindadráp (ñpilot-whale 

killingsò), Ólavsøka (the Faroese national celebration) and various other parties and 

social gatherings throughout the year. Traditional Faroese ballads, or kvæði, were ï and 

continue to be ï sung in time to the stamping of feet. A skipari (ñleaderò) memorises the 

entire ballad and leads the chanting, with other dancers joining in the singing once each 

verse has been started. 

However, from the seventeenth century, in addition to these Faroese kvæði, 

Danish folk songs began to encroach on this most Faroese of cultural spheres (West 

1972: 43). Andreassen outlines the full range of songs that came to accompany the 

dance: 
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middelalderballader, nyere ballader i samme stil, danske ridder- og 
naturmytiske viser, færøske nidviser, samt danske og færøske 

skillingsviser, færøske politiske viser og en del nyere og lettere viser 
(Andreassen 1992: 127; tr.14). 

 

J.H.W. Poulsen notes that many Danish folk songs by Anders Sørensen Vedel and 

Peder Syv, in particular, were absorbed into the Faroese dancing ritual (1968: 41). 

Matras (1939: 72) similarly comments that Vedelôs and Syvôs folk song books became 

óen levende skatô (ña living treasureò) in the Faroes. Poulsen goes on to point out that, 

as many of the Danish folk songs were very popular on the islands and drew from the 

same historical material as their Faroese counterparts, they were to a considerable extent 

able to replace the native ballads (1968: 41). This process was undoubtedly helped by 

the fact that the Danish versions were often much shorter (West 1972: 43). 

 It is my contention that the saming process created a situation in which ódomino 

colonialismô could occur: that is, colonialism that is furthered by existing cultural 

structures with no effort on the part of the coloniser. Faroese children were required to 

learn Danish from books for religious matters, but as the following article from 

Dimmalætting in 1894 explains, the Danish language was also disseminated via the 

localsô own dance: 

 

Men tað er jú heldur ikki bert av sálmum og kristiligum skriftum, at 

føroyingar læra danskt, eisini okkara egni føroyski dansur er 
viðvirkandi til hetta. Sum kunnigt verða bæði danskar vísur og 

føroysk kvæði havd á gólvi í dansi; til hesa kvøðing verða mangar 
danskar vísur lærdar uttanat, mest gamlar kempuvísur, so at 
kunnleikin til tann eldri danska vísuskaldskapin helst er betri millum 

manna í Føroyum enn nakra aðrastaðni í ríkinum.143 
(In Lenvig 1999: 11) 

 

The encroachment of Danish into the Faroese dance ritual was not the result of any 

direct Danicisation process on the part of the colonisers: this progression of colonialism 

was expanded by the Faroese themselves, but only because the Danes had created an 

environment in which that could take place. Neither does the singing of Danish folk 

                                                                 
143

 ñBut, of course, it is not just through hymns and Christian writings that the Faroese learn Danish, our 

own Faroese dance has also contributed to this. As we know, both Danish folk songs and Faroese ballads 

are sung on the dance-floor; for this singing, many Danish folk songs are learned by heart, mostly old 

heroic ballads, so that knowledge of the old Danish folk songs is probably better here in the Faroes than 

anywhere else in the Kingdom.ò Unfortunately, despite several attempts, it proved impossible to obtain 

the original Danish text. 
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songs appear to be an example of the Faroese using Danish without understanding it: 

the article goes on to make the point that the Faroese had just as good an understanding 

of the text as if it had been a Faroese táttur or kvæði (ibid.).144 As was shown in the 

discussion on synergy in the previous section, the Danish language had become an 

established part of Faroese everyday life and no boundaries between the two languages 

had ever been established, so the Faroese would presumably not have seen anything 

untoward in using Danish in this way. These circumstances would also have rendered it 

unlikely that they would mourn the replacement of a distinctively Faroese version of a 

story by a shorter Danish counterpart. J.P. Joensen reports that the Danish broadsheet 

ballads in particular óv·ru um at troka tey gomlu kvÞĦini burturô (1987: 189).145 In all 

probability, many Faroese would simply have viewed this development as a shift 

towards modernity. 

Of course, from the latter half of the nineteenth century onwards, there was a 

clear desire (and effort) on the part of the Danish colonisers to use the Faroese language 

to colonise the Faroese further: Grundtvig highlights the following paragraph from §20 

of the proposed school law of 1844: 

 

Læreren bør stræbe efter at bringe Børnene til grundig at forstaae og 

tale det danske Sprog, men dog ved Undervisningen tillige benytte 
det færøiske, forsaavidt det ansees fornødent til Udvikling af 
Børnenes Begreber, og sætte dem istand til, fuldkommen at fatte 

hvad der foredrages dem. 
(Grundtvig 1845: 26; Grundtvigôs emphasis; tr.15) 

 

Faroese could be used in lessons, but only as a tool for improving the Danish skills of 

the Faroese pupils. 

We have evidence of at least one Faroeman acknowledging this desire and 

attempting to use it to his advantage: when J.C. Schrøter proposed his Faroese-language 

Bible to the Danish Bible Society in 1815 (see 3.6.1), he suggested that a Faroese Bible 

would help his fellow countrymen better understand the Danish Bible (letter reprinted 

in Matras 1973: 8-9). 

                                                                 
144

 A táttur is óspeiskur skaldskapur, yrktur um folk, sum § ein ella annan h§tt hßvdu gjßrt seg sek m·ti 

vanligum atburĦi og t² v·rĦu hildin fyri gjßldurô (ñmocking verse, composed about people who, in one 

way or another, had transgressed against behavioural norms and were consequently deridedò; J.P. Joensen 

1987: 189). 

145
 ñwere close to pushing out the old ballads altogether.ò 
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3.5.3 Thomas Kingo or Tummas Kingó? 

As exemplified in the previous section, the saming phenomenon enabled the Danish 

language to enter into various spheres of Faroese society virtually unnoticed. This 

meant that cultural icons within the relevant spheres in Denmark could also become 

icons in the Faroes: as, for example, Danish was the language of the Church on the 

islands, respected Danish hymn writers automatically became respected in Faroese 

churches. The Danish bishop and hymn writer, Thomas Kingo (1634-1703), is a 

particularly prominent example. 

 West calls Kingoôs ówell-lovedô hymns ópart of the spiritual heritage of the 

Faroeseô (1972: 170). Similarly, L. Joensen refers to the óunique treasure that is 

Kingosangurô (2005: 250). J.P. Joensen notes that in 1850, all but two churches (out of 

36) on the islands used Kingoôs hymn book (1987: 182). Matras (1939: 72) remarks that 

the Faroese have always loved Kingo and that his hymns were not just sung in church 

and during devotions at home, but also when the Faroese were out fishing and ï again ï 

after a pilot-whale killing.146 He goes so far as to call Kingo (and the Norwegian Petter 

Dass) the greatest poets of the Faroes of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

(ibid.).147 This final comment, that Kingo was effectively considered Faroese, is 

revealing and is a sentiment echoed by R. Rasmussenôs observation on the synergetic 

nature of the singing of Kingoôs hymns in the Faroes: óhinir gomlu s§lmarnir ¼r Kingo 

ljóðaðu so föroyskir, hóast teir vóru danskir, nú teir vóru sungnir, nótarnir vóru í hvussu 

er, fºroyskirô (1949: 100).148 

Matrasô comments on Kingo could lead to an interesting discussion on whether 

Danish cultural elements were appropriated by the Faroese into Faroese culture or 

whether the Faroese culture was absorbed into the Danish system. J.H.W. Poulsen has 

commented on the fact that the Faroese have only ever sung Kingoôs hymns in Print-

Danish (2003: 383). As previously mentioned, L. Joensen maintains that in the 

nineteenth century, Print-Danish was a Faroese Danish regarded as ósuperior to that 

spoken by Danesô (2000: 73). Likewise, Wylie and Margolin claim that Danish became 

óin effect a special kind of Faroeseô (1981: 78). These factors suggest that Danish was 

                                                                 
146

 Thus it was not only through the Faroese dance that Danish was able to claim a place in that other 

quintessentially Faroese tradition, the pilot-whale kill.  

147
 Matras is, to my knowledge, the only scholar to emphasise the importance of Dass. As Dass wrote in 

Danish, his Norwegian nationality is of little consequence here. 

148
 ñthe old hymns from [the] Kingo [book] sounded so Faroese, although they were Danish, when they 

were sung, the notes were, in any case, Faroese.ò 
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indeed appropriated into Faroese culture. I would argue, however, that this was not 

appropriation in its strictest sense: the Faroese did not choose to sing Kingoôs hymns in 

Print-Danish as an act of rebellion or to reinforce their cultural independence. They did 

this simply because they learned Danish from books rather than from Danes themselves. 

As the Faroese became accustomed to their own pronunciation of Danish, it is true that 

this gained an authority and was later used to emphasise a certain difference. Wylie and 

Margolin themselves, in apparent self-contradiction of the previous quotation, state that 

the Faroese ósymbolic expressions of group identity were destroyed or absorbed into a 

different systemô (1981: 79). These quotations from Wylie and Margolin emphasise the 

difficulty in stressing the exact nature of this cultural meeting. However, whether we are 

ultimately talking about Faroese appropriation or Danish absorption is an issue of 

ideology and perspective rather than fact: obviously as some Faroese sought to 

underplay the extent to which the Danish language infiltrated Faroese society during the 

colonial period, it became attractive to hint at Faroese appropriation. Of central 

importance here is the fact that the Danish language ï in whichever form ï gained 

prestige and became regarded as superior to Faroese. As for Kingo, he was a Danish 

hymn writer who wrote in Danish and was esteemed in the Danish Church and, 

consequently, in Faroese churches. Had he been Faroese and used the Faroese language, 

he would doubtless have been derided and his works overlooked. As Matras himself 

writes: óluthersk digting p¬ modersm¬let [blev ...] ikke blot overflødig, men ligefrem 

noget i retning af blasfemiô (1939: 72).149 

 

3.6 Althusser and the Faroes 

We have thus established the unique, presumably subconscious, Danish colonial policy 

of saming the Faroese, but it remains to be seen what long-term effects this had on 

Faroese society and what it meant for the Danish and Faroese languages over the 

following generations. The writings of Althusser, presented in 2.2.2, provide one 

possible analytical tool. Althusserôs theories of ideology explain why there is a common 

tendency for some colonial subjects to accept the situation into which they were born, 

                                                                 
149

 ñLutheran hymn writing in the mother tongue [became ...] not only superfluous, but actually verged on 

blasphemy.ò 
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with their meaning and position in the world, as they understand it, founded upon the 

ideology of the coloniser. 

 Althusserôs eight ISAs facilitate a helpful break-down of the all-embracing 

concept of ósocietyô. These eight domains (the church, education, the family, the law, 

the political system, the trade unions, communications and culture [Althusser 1971b: 

17]) constitute a useful theoretical perspective from which we can create a clearer 

picture of the extent to which Faroese language ideology was conditioned by that of the 

Danish colonisers. In many of the areas of society Althusser believes to be directly 

influenced by the state, or, for our purposes, the Danish colonial power, the Faroese 

themselves often fought to maintain the status quo: the ómeaningô that had been created 

for them by the Danes. This is common in former colonies ï J.H.W. Poulsen comments 

on the linguistic implications: óSprogimperialismen har vel nok ingen bedre 

forbundsfælle end selve ofrene. Foragt for eget sprog er en karakteristisk følge af slige 

forholdô (2004b: 410).150 No detailed analysis has focused on this phenomenon in the 

Faroes or on how widespread this ideological inheritance from the coloniser may have 

been. Althusserôs ideas and his dissection of ósocietyô into eight ISAs/areas helpfully 

address both these points and the reason why resistance movements designed to bring 

freedom to the colonised subjects frequently experienced difficulty in gaining popular 

support. 

 Althusserôs concept of interpellation is also useful. By treating Faroese as a 

Danish dialect ï and later directly labelling it such ï the Danes were able to ócall 

Faroese forthô (see 2.2.2) as a dialect of Danish. Dialect is a difficult term which is used 

with various meanings. These have been summarised by Chambers and Trudgill as 

follows: 

 

1. A substandard, low status, often rustic form of language, 
generally associated with the peasantry, the working class, or 

other groups lacking in prestige. 
2. Forms of language, particularly those spoken in more isolated 

parts of the world, which have no written form. 
3. Often regarded as some kind of (often erroneous) deviation from 

a norm. 

Chambers and Trudgill (1980: 3) 

 

                                                                 
150

 ñLanguage imperialism surely has no greater ally than the victims themselves. Contempt for oneôs own 

language is a typical consequence of such conditions.ò 
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The three definitions could be summed up as rustic dialect, uncharted dialect and 

deviant dialect respectively. It could be argued that Faroese, which was an uncharted 

dialect (and, therefore, in strict linguistic terms, not a dialect at all)151 became both a 

deviant dialect and a rustic dialect as a result of the Danish colonial experience. The 

idea that Faroese became a dialect is advanced by L. Joensen (2005: 246), who 

maintains that óprint capitalismô ï the arrival and establishing of Danish as the sole 

written medium on the islands ï óturned oral language into dialectô. 

Faroese effectively became a deviant dialect as, particularly in the Tórshavn 

area, it absorbed so many Danish words that Svabo called the speech of the Faroese 

capital ófordervetô (ócorruptô, 1782: 265). Regarding its social standing, Faroese became 

a rustic dialect since it became the low form of language and Danish the high form 

within a diglossic structure: Faroese was only suited to be spoken at home, with friends 

and family. It was not good enough to be used in church, for example, which was just 

one of the domains in which only Danish possessed suitable prestige. 

As shown in 2.2.2, Althusserôs ideas and their application to colonial situations 

have been criticised. This critique is justifiable: a concept that suggests that all ideology 

is inherited from those who wield power cannot easily account for the power struggles 

and the resistance movements of the colonised subjects. The thesis has already faced up 

to this contradiction by discussing both conditioned Faroese subjects and Faroese 

resistance movements, yet I would like to suggest that before das Bestehende 

(Althusserôs German term for óthe status quoô) was broken in 1844 with the discussion 

of the planned introduction of Danish-medium schools, there was very little resistance 

in the Faroes. The events of 1844 changed the status quo. This is the first time that 

anyone actively sought to replace Faroese in a linguistic domain with Danish ï the 

other areas that were dominated by Danish, such as the Church, writing, reading, etc., 

had never really been Faroese before. Education, although it focused on learning Danish 

for religious purposes, had employed the vernacular. It is only really when this ousting 

of Faroese is suggested that we hear any protest: at first from individuals such as 

Grundtvig and Hammershaimb, and subsequently from a growing number of voices, 

culminating in the famous Jólafundur (ñChristmas Meetingò) of 1888 and the additional 

meeting a few weeks later (both in Tórshavn). At these meetings, which were organised 
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 As Crystal warns, ó[t]he popular application of the term [dialect] to the unwritten languages of 

developing countries (cf. ñthere are many dialects in Africaò, and the like) is not a usage recommended in 

linguisticsô (2008: 144). 
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by leading cultural figures on the islands and which called for all who wanted to protect 

Faroese culture and language to come together, resistance finally became organised 

under the banner of the Føringafelag (ñFaroese Societyò). 

Before considering Althusserôs various ISA areas, it is important to offer a 

caveat: the Althusserian analytical perspective is not to suggest that those who favoured 

continued use of Danish in some domains of Faroese society were in any way 

indoctrinated or brainwashed by the ideology of the coloniser ï in many cases, their 

arguments were based on an awareness that a small linguistic community needs to make 

use of an additional language. However, this approach does enable us to ponder why 

many Faroese were very slow to take up the struggle for their native language and why 

some ideas about the pre-determined subordinate position of Faroese compared to 

Danish were able to permeate the linguistic debate for so long. 

In the following analysis of the Faroes, not all of Althusserôs eight ISA areas are 

relevant. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, as some Faroese sought a more 

active role in their society and began to focus on the position of the Faroese language 

(and, subsequently, the Danish language) in public life, some of the ISA areas had not 

yet developed or were still not under Faroese control: therefore the Faroese were not in 

a position to alter the linguistic convention in these areas. The trade union ISA was not 

relevant at the time in question and the political and legal ISAs were under Danish 

jurisdiction. The developments within the cultural ISA do not fit in with an Althusserian 

analysis as the Danish colonisers left the Faroese dance relatively untouched. Danish 

did, of course, enter this domain too, but these developments were covered in the 

discussion on ódomino colonialismô (3.5.2). 

 

3.6.1 Danish and the Church 

By far the most significant of the ISAs for the God-fearing Faroese was the Church. As 

we have seen, whereas Bibles became available in the native language in much of 

Scandinavia during the sixteenth century, it was the Danish Bible of 1550 that replaced 

the Latin Bible in the Faroes. For the next four centuries, Danish was the church 

language on the islands. It was not until 1961 that an official Faroese translation of the 

full Bible appeared.152 

                                                                 
152

 In 1937 two Faroese New Testament translations appeared: one by Victor Danielsen of the Plymouth 

Brethren, translated from various European languages, and one, three weeks later, by Jákup Dahl, an 
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 In 1815 J.H. Schrøter (1771-1851), a priest from Tórshavn, wrote to the Danish 

Bible Society and asked whether he could translate the Bible into Faroese. Schrøter, 

who was at that time based on the southernmost Faroese island, Suðuroy, felt that 

although Faroese was ókun en Dialektô (ñonly a dialectò) a local translation would be 

useful for children who had not yet mastered Danish and older Faroese people, who 

could receive comfort from readily understood words on their sickbeds (letter reprinted 

in Matras 1973: 8-9). The Bible Society agreed to support a translation of Matthewôs 

Gospel, which was published in 1823 and sent to every household on the islands. 

 The response of the Faroese to this vernacular translation is well documented: 

they were not impressed. J.H.W. Poulsen (2004c) gives the example of a Danish priest 

based on the northern islands who wrote that when he read some of this new translation 

to his parishioners, they asked him to stop and told him óVort Maal kan vÞre godt nok i 

daglig Tale, men om de aandelige Ting høre vi helst paa Dansk, for hvis Udtryk i 

Religionssager, vi har baaret Îrbßdighed fra vi vare Smaaeô (p.422).153 

 Hammershaimb wrote in his 1844 letter to Kjøbenhavnsposten (see 3.4) ï and 

many after him expressed the same views ï that it was more the style and vocabulary of 

Schrßterôs translation that troubled the Faroese than the actual idea of using Faroese in 

church, and he described Schrßterôs translation as ósmaglßsô (ñtastelessò, see Grundtvig 

1978: 85). Hammershaimb does, however, acknowledge that the fact that Danish had 

been used in Faroese churches for the previous 300 years must have played a part in the 

poor reception that Schrßterôs translation received. Schrßterôs text also entered the wider 

discussion: Hunderup used it as an example to support his argument that Faroese should 

not be used as a school language at the Roskilde meeting in 1844 (see 3.4). There is 

certainly truth in Hammershaimbôs assertion that Schrøter had made poor choices in his 

translation ï the letter from the Danish priest mentioned in the previous paragraph noted 

that his parishioners took issue with certain words ï but Hammershaimbôs later 

experience would suggest that the idea of replacing Danish at all was the real point of 

contention. In 1855, in the village of Kvívík on Streymoy, Hammershaimb, now a 

priest, read from the Scriptures in Faroese during his New Yearôs Eve sermon. This 

action, according to a letter from a Danish priest on the islands, Th. Sørensen, óvakte 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
authorised version translated from Greek (Zachariassen 2000). Danielsenôs complete Bible was published 

in 1949. 

153
 ñOur language may be all right in daily conversation, but we prefer to hear about spiritual matters in 

Danish, whose use in religious affairs we have revered since we were small.ò 
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[...] en saadan forfærdelse og forargelse, at han [Hammershaimb], uagtet han først 

forlod øerne 23 aar senere, i 1878, aldrig vovede at gentage forsßgetô (Matras 1934: 

65).154 

 Here we have a clear example of a structure that was established by the Danish 

colonisers ï they were the ones who ignored the Faroese language and introduced the 

Danish Bible ï but then continued by Faroese speakers who favoured das Bestehende. 

The majority of the Faroese were able to find meaning in the structure that had been 

provided for them. It could, of course, be argued that at the time of the Reformation 

there were neither the resources nor the expertise to translate the Bible into a language 

with so few speakers, but I would suggest that the close relationship between Danish 

and Faroese also had its part to play, be it ideological or practical. In Greenland, for 

example, which was colonised later and where the locals spoke an Eskimo-Aleutic 

language wholly unrelated to Danish, the missionaries began to translate passages of the 

Bible into Greenlandic as early as in the first half of the seventeenth century (Gad 1970: 

241). According to Marquardt (2002: 48), the native Greenlandic population at that time 

would have numbered just under 8,000, and was, of course, spread out over vast 

distances. The real difference is that the Greenlandic language could not be ignored, 

whereas Faroese could. 

 In literature on the Faroese language situation, much is made of the fact that the 

Faroese never spoke Danish amongst themselves. J.H.W. Poulsen, for example, notes 

that Danish never replaced Faroese (as a spoken language) other than in ónarrow, half-

Danish circles in the capital, T·rshavnô (1980: 145). While it is true that Danish never 

became a standard spoken medium of communication between the Faroese, there are 

certain scenarios ï mostly within the Church ISA ï where Danish was used between 

them. These occurrences are often overlooked and their significance underplayed. For 

the communicative purposes, Danish spoken between Faroe Islanders is unnecessary. In 

those situations where the Danish language did function in this way, this was due to 

convention and a desire to maintain the social structure that had been created. 

 As J.P. Joensen points out, most churches in the Faroes often had to hold 

services without a priest: in the nineteenth century there were 36 parishes (ós·knirô) in 

the Faroes and only 7 parochial districts (óprestagjßldô), so the priests each had several 

churches to oversee (1987: 182). As the priest H.J.J. Sßrensen said in 1862, ó[p]resturin 
                                                                 
154

 ñprovoked such shock and anger that, although he [Hammershaimb] did not leave the islands until 23 

years later in 1878, he never dared repeat the experiment.ò 
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fær vanliga bert vitjað eina av kirkjum sínum sunnu- og halgidagar. Í hinum kirkjunum 

verður lestur lisin. Deknurin syngur fyri og lesur lestur úr eini lestrabók, sum hvør 

kirkja hevur fleiri avô (cf. J.P. Joensen 1987: 182-3).155 Whereas most priests on the 

islands were Danish, the parish clerk, or deknurin, was always Faroese (Hagström 1986: 

18). Of course the readings themselves were in Danish, so even in isolated communities 

far from Tórshavn, albeit in limited circumstances, Danish functioned as a medium of 

communication between Faroese people when no Danes were present. 

 A striking account of this ï particularly in view of how recent it is ï comes from 

P.M. Rasmussen. He observes that the prestige of Danish within religious matters has 

been so fixed in Faroese consciousness, óat eg sum prestur fleiri ferðir eri tiltalaður á 

donskum, bert tí at eg var prestur, og eg eri eisini spurdur, um eg ikki vildi halda eina 

danska prædikuô (1997: 101).156 This scenario, however rare, does emphasise how some 

Faroese have sought to accord Danish its órightfulô place. 

 

3.6.2 Danish and the Family 

Danish was very rarely used in family life: the roykstova, or living room (although it 

served as much more than a simple living room), was often portrayed as the most 

Faroese of places. In his criticism of Schrßterôs Bible translation, Hammershaimb 

commented that the Danish óer her fortrÞngt af en plat smagløs Oversættelse, som 

undertiden maa neddrage dem til den laveste SfÞre i deres Rßgstuerô (1844: 85).157 

Nevertheless, there are examples, albeit few, of Danish being brought into this domain. 

 R. Rasmussen gives a detailed account of how parents would test their children 

on their biblical knowledge: 

 
Harumframt vóru tríggir spurningar, sum javnliga vórðu settir fram 

fyri børn bæði av foreldrum og øðrum, so brátt tey dugdu at tosa 
skilliga, teir v·ru hesir: ĂHvºr hevur skapt teg?ñ SvariĦ skuldi so 
verĦa: ĂGud Fader!ñ ï ĂHvºr hevur genloyst teg?ñ SvariĦ skuldi so 

verĦa: ĂGudssºnñ ï ĂHvºr hevur heiliggjßrt teg?ñ SvariĦ skuldi so 

                                                                 
155

 ñThe priest is usually only able to visit one of his churches on Sundays and holy days. In the remaining 

churches, readings are used. The parish clerk leads the singing and performs the readings from a book, of 

which every church has several.ò 

156
 ñthat I, as a priest, have been addressed several times in Danish, just because I was a priest, and I have 

also been asked whether I wouldnôt preach a Danish sermon.ò 

157
 ñis here displaced by a crude and tasteless translation, which must sometimes pull them down to the 

lowest sphere of their living room.ò 
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verĦa: ĂGud den Helligaand!ñ Merkiligt er, at spurningarnar v·ru § 
føroyskum, men at svørini skuldu vera á donskum, men so var.158 

(R. Rasmussen 1949: 146) 

 

That the children respond in Danish is not surprising in itself ï we have already 

witnessed the outrage that met the first attempts to translate the Bible into Faroese: 

Danish remained the language of religious matters. The ritualising of these Danish 

responses ensured a continued presence of the Danish language within the domestic 

sphere. The bilingual nature of the dialogue also guaranteed that the blurred distinction 

between Danish and Faroese ï and the óinbuiltô power imbalance ï would be inherited 

by the next generation. Faroese parents simply did not question the position of Danish 

here: as Rasmussen later adds, óeingin hugsaĦi um t²l²kt t§ô (ibid.).159 There is evidence 

to suggest that Faroese children did not necessarily understand the Danish words they 

spoke ï H.P. Petersen (2010: 39) cites a letter in Dimmalætting in 1889 which reported 

that children in the villages would simply learn Danish sentences by heart and be 

prepared to regurgitate them for the visiting priest. In this context, however, I would 

argue that the childrenôs understanding of the language was of little consequence: 

Danish made inroads into the family domain whether it was understood or not. 

Furthermore, due to the close relationship between Danish and Faroese, it is unlikely 

that Faroese children would not have understood the Danish sentences given by 

Rasmussen above. 

Rasmussenôs example is plainly related to the position of Danish as the Church 

language (and the Church ISA). The strength of the Althusserian approach is that a 

clearer picture is created of exactly what óDanish as the Church languageô entailed. 

Under the guise of its position as the only acceptable medium for religious matters, 

Danish was also able to extend its reach beyond the church building. The superior 

position of Danish within religious matters ï a situation created by the Danish 

colonisers ï was accepted and perpetuated by the Faroese and thus the language entered 

the family sphere. As J.P. Joensen explains, those who were unable to go to church 

                                                                 
158

 ñFurthermore, there were three questions that were regularly posed to children by both parents and 

others, as soon as they were able to speak clearly. They were these: [in Faroese] óWho created you?ô The 

answer was meant to be [in Danish]; óGod the Father!ô; [in Faroese] óWho has redeemed you?ô The 

answer was meant to be [in Danish] óGodôs Son!ô; [in Faroese] óWho has sanctified you?ô The answer 

was meant to be [in Danish] óGod, the Holy Spirit!ô It is strange that the questions were in Faroese, but 

that the answers were supposed to be in Danish, but thatôs how it was.ò 

159
 ñNobody thought about that kind of thing then.ò 



118 
 

would use Danish readings at home: children had to sit quietly and listen, as did any 

visitors to the house during the devotional period (1987: 184). 

Danish also entered the roykstova through the new Danish folk songs and 

ballads that became popular on the islands (as outlined in 3.5.2), although only to a very 

limited extent. P.M. Rasmussen observes that ókvßĦingin, songurin, fr§sßgnin hava 

livað toluliga órørd saman við arbeiðinum í roykstovuni við einum nýggjum tilskoti av 

donskum v²sumô, so the traditional Faroese forms were never threatened in the family 

domain (1997: 32).160 

 

3.6.3 Danish and Education 

Examples from most of the ISA areas of the Faroese maintaining the status quo, or the 

situation they were born into, are limited due to the minimal part the Faroese played in 

managing their own affairs during the period in question. Nevertheless, although the 

Faroese did not take full responsibility for their schools until 1979, there is a good 

example from the Education ISA in the early twentieth century. According to 

Thomassen (1985: 27), the demand for Faroese in education did not come from the 

general population: some were vehemently opposed to its introduction, such as Oluf 

Skaalum, the editor of Dimmalætting, who commented in 1906, ódet viser sig jo ogsaa, 

at vi i det praktiske Liv ikke faar den ringeste Gavn af vort Færøsk, dertil er vort 

Samfund for lilleô (ñit is also clear that we do not gain the slightest benefit from our 

Faroese language in everyday affairs: our society is too small for thatò; ibid. p.32). 

Nonetheless, Faroese became a subject at the teacher-training college in Tórshavn in 

1907, and subsequently at the folk high school in 1912. 

Despite cementing the Faroese languageôs position within the school system, the 

School Act of 1912 ultimately confirmed Danish as the primary medium of education. 

Yet, as J.H.W. Poulsen points out, the most controversial paragraph in the school law 

was not directly imposed on the Faroese by the Danes: ó[d]et skal understreges, at den 

omstridte famøse § 7 i skoleloven af 1912 var indsat efter initiativ fra et flertal i det 

fÞrßske lagting og var ikke direkte noget dansk diktatô (2004b: 411).161 Paragraph 7, 

often discussed, yet rarely cited, reads as follows: 

                                                                 
160

 ñthe singing of ballads, the songs [and] the storytelling existed relatively untouched as part of the work 

in the living room, with a new input of Danish folk songs.ò 

161
 ñit must be stressed that the disputed [and] notorious Ä7 of the School Act of 1912 was inserted on the 

initiative of a majority in the Faroese Løgting and was not something dictated by the Danes.ò 
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I enhver Skole skal der undervises i følgende Fag: Religion, Dansk, 
Færøsk, Skønskrivning, Dansk Retskrivning, Regning, Historie, 

Geografi og Sang. ï Desuden skal der efter nærmere Bestemmelse i 
Undervisningsplanen kunne gives Undervisning i færøsk 

Retskrivning, Gymnastik, Svømning, Haandgerning, Tegning, 
Naturkundskab, Sundhedslære og Samfundslære. Der bør ved 
Undervisningen lægges Vægt paa, at Børnene, foruden at tilegne sig 

Lærestoffet, lære at forstaa og tale det danske Sprog, saa at de 
mundtlig kunne gøre Rede for det i hvert af Skolefagene lærte saavel 

paa Dansk som paa Færøsk. ï Tilegnelsen af Stoffet kan og bør, 
særlig for de yngre Børns Vedkommende lettes ved Benyttelse af 
Børnenes sædvanlige Talesprog, Færøsk, medens det, for at den 

fornødne Færdighed i Brugen af det danske Sprog kan opnaas, er 
nødvendigt, at Undervisningen i de enkelte Fag, navnlig overfor de 

ældre Børn, hovedsagelig foregaar paa Dansk. 
(Hitt föroyska Studentafelagið 1937: 9-10; tr.16) 

 

Various changes were made to the Act in the following years: in 1920, for example, 

Faroese spelling became compulsory (J.H.W. Poulsen 1981: 120). 

Thomassen (1985: 54) stresses (yet perhaps overplays) the ironic nature of the 

ruling: óSambandspartiet skabte hermed en enestående historisk situation: et lille folk 

(koloni om man vil) laver en lav, der gør det til en forbrydelse at benytte folkets eget 

modersm¬l i fuld udstrÞkning i skolenô (ñWith this, the Union Party created a unique 

historical situation: a small people [colony if you will] creates a law that makes it a 

crime to use their own mother tongue to its full extent in schoolò). However, the Act 

does not prohibit the use of Faroese entirely: indeed, it says that Faroese should be used 

(thereby implying that there were a number of Faroese teaching staff, at least for the 

younger children). However, it places Faroese in a firmly subordinate role ï as we saw 

with Schrßterôs Bible translation, a scenario is advocated wherein Faroese primarily 

functions as an auxiliary language: a tool of Danicisation. Of course, there would have 

been pragmatic reasons for cementing the older pupilsô knowledge of Danish, but it is 

clear that still little pride is taken in Faroese some 24 years after the Christmas Meeting. 

It should be noted that the Faroese were quick to change their minds about the 

famous seventh paragraph of the 1912 schools Act: by the time it was annulled in 1938, 

the Faroese Løgting had witnessed majority votes against it ten times (Holm 1992: 37). 

It is also important to remember that many Faroese teachers and much of the Faroese 

population were against paragraph seven, as the newspaper debate which followed its 

introduction demonstrated (Hitt föroyska Studentafelagið 1937: 10). In 1937 the Faroese 

Student Society (Hitt föroyska Studentafelagið) produced a booklet, Til landsmenn (óTo 
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Our Compatriotsô), which called for the paragraph to be abolished.162 Even the Danish 

government attempted to redress the balance between the two languages: in 1925, Nina 

Bang, the Danish Minister for Education, sent a proposal to the Faroese Løgting, which 

would have made Faroese the main medium of education other than in Danish lessons, 

Danish history classes and geography, but the proposal was rejected (P.M. Rasmussen 

1997: 183). In 1930, Bangôs successor, Fr. Borbjerg, made a speech in the Danish 

Parliament in which he suggested that the Danes should have understanding for the 

Faroese struggle for their mother tongue. Ultimately little could be achieved as the 

Faroese Løgting was unable to agree (ibid.). 

 

3.6.4 Danish and Communication 

In 3.6.2 it was shown that Danish was used as a spoken medium between the Faroese, 

although this was very rare. In the written sphere, however, Danish was their sole 

medium of communication well into the middle of the twentieth century ï and for some 

Faroese even later. That this was a fully accepted practice is clear from the words of the 

famous nationalist poet and leader, Jóannes Patursson (1866-1946), at a meeting in 

1905: óUm eg § hesum fundi st·Ħ og tosaĦi danskt, so vildu ßll her hildiĦ taĦ veriĦ 

ónatúrliga undarligt. Men setti eg míni orð upp á prent á donskum máli, so fanst eingin 

at tí. Og t· eg hetta l²ka so ·nat¼rligt sum hittô (in Lenvig 1996: 19).163 One of the best-

known letter exchanges in Faroese cultural history, between the Faroese merchant, Enok 

D. Bærentsen and his son, Christian Bærentsen, between 1879 and 1897 was entirely in 

Danish.164 As mentioned in 1.6, J.H.W. Poulsen observed in 1993 that ó[u]ntil only a 

few decades ago it would have been unthinkable to write even a love letter in anything 

but Danishô (1993: 111). As late as in 1997 he noted that the writing of personal letters 

in Danish might not yet be fully confined to history (1997: 305). 

 In the public sphere, when the first Faroese newspaper was created in January 

1878 (after a test issue in 1877), it bore the Danish name Amtstidende for Færøerne 

(óCounty News for the Faroesô), with the Faroese subtitle, Dimmalætting (óDaybreakô), 

a label created by Hammershaimb. As West remarks, despite the Faroese subtitle, the 

                                                                 
162

 This was delivered to every Faroese household (Thomassen 1985: 99). 

163
 ñIf I were to stand at this meeting and speak Danish, everyone here would think it unnatural and 

strange. But if I were to put my words in print in the Danish language, no-one would complain about it, 

and yet, the one is just as unnatural as the other.ò 

164
 In O. Jacobsen (1968). 
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newspaper was written almost exclusively in Danish (1972: 116). Consequently, many 

of the language debates between the Faroese that were held in the print media and 

which characterised the early twentieth century were fought (at least on one side) 

through the Danish language. Even the rival to Dimmalætting, Tingakrossur, which 

appeared in 1901 and sought to appeal to nationally-minded Faroese readers, was 

almost exclusively in Danish (Thomassen 1985: 18). 

 Here in this ISA, then, we have examples of the Danish perception of the Faroes 

and their language being perpetuated by the Faroese themselves. However, although in 

the early days of the Faroese national movement, the Faroese communicated between 

themselves in Danish, as the years passed, it became increasingly common to see 

written Faroese in some areas of society. The first Faroese-language newspaper, 

Føringatíðindi, appeared as early as 1890. On the significance of this new paper, West 

states that it ócan without exaggeration be said to have taught the Faroese nation to read 

and write its own languageô (1972: 116-17). Nevertheless, as noted, a century after 

Føringatíðindi commenced publication, Poulsen claimed that some Faroese were still 

writing to each other in Danish (1993: 111). While many factors doubtless contributed 

to the reluctance among some islanders to communicate in written Faroese ï purism 

indubitably played a role, as did the complexities of its orthography and the fact that 

written Faroese did not become a compulsory school subject until 1920 ï there was a 

very real sense in some Faroese quarters that writing in the vernacular was improper.  

 

3.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has aimed to examine the unique set of circumstances that were created by 

the fact that the two parties in the Faroese-Danish colonial relationship had a common 

linguistic heritage. The fact that the óotherô was not really óotherô meant that the Faroese 

language could be ignored and (at first) subconsciously incorporated into the language 

of the coloniser, rather than be simply replaced by it. Whatever ideas the Faroese 

previously had of their own place in the world were discarded. The concept of saming is 

useful here as there is no óthemô and óusô ï a binary dichotomy that has traditionally 

been fundamental to a post-colonial analysis. As the chapter has established, this 

saming phenomenon facilitated the emergence of synergetic linguistic products within 

Faroese society, as well as a process of ódomino colonialismô, through which the Danish 

language could be further disseminated via existing Faroese cultural structures, with the 
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Faroese chain dance constituting the prime example. The chapter has also established 

the value of studying the reception of the earliest texts on language in the Faroes from 

the perspective of metropolitan Denmark: these did little to construct a separate Faroese 

linguistic identity in the minds of the metropolitan readership. 

 Althusserôs ideas on ideology can be applied to the Faroes and his ideas of a 

people conditioned by the ideology of the coloniser can be supported by examples from 

the Faroese situation. Previous criticism of Althusser has focused on his lack of 

provision for opposition movements ï and, of course, an opposition movement did 

eventually emerge on the islands, and the struggle for increased use of Faroese was 

long. However, the chapter has suggested that while das Bestehende was in place, very 

little protest can be discerned. Even Hammershaimbôs defence of the principle of Bible 

translation into Faroese does not appear until 1844. The Islandsô Assembly meeting can 

be seen to have broken das Bestehende: the Danish language was being too strongly 

promoted for some islanders, of whom a prominent example is Hammershaimb. Once 

he, supported by Grundtvig, had attacked Danish policy towards the Faroese language, a 

precedent was set for other dissenting voices, culminating in the Jólafundur of 1888 and 

the start of the Faroese national movement. Nevertheless despite the emergence of this 

movement, existing ideas on the superior status of the Danish language, while inherited 

from the colonisers, often continued to be perpetuated by the Faroese themselves. A 

politically-charged Althusserian analysis of social institutions/ISAs, rather than a more 

neutral domain analysis in the style of Fishman (see 2.5), facilitates an understanding of 

the perpetuation of the ideology behind language choices, and does not simply list the 

domains in which given languages operate. While a Fishmanian analysis provides 

interesting insights, Althusserôs ISAs work very well within a post-colonial context. 

 The chapter has sought to determine the validity of post-colonial theories when 

considering the position of a former colonial language in society, rather than in 

literature and their validity when analysing a colonial society as atypical as the Faroes. 

As the chapter has demonstrated, post-colonial theories, despite their origin in literary 

studies, can undoubtedly be used within the framework of the sociology of language. 

Some ideas and concepts can be applied to the Faroes as they stand, such as 

hybridity/synergy and Althusserôs ideas on ideology and interpellation; others such as 

Spivakôs othering, need to be adapted or inverted for use in a colony as unconventional 

as the Faroes, but once this has been done, the resulting analysis can yield fascinating 

insights.  
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4. EMPIRICAL DATA  
 

Teorier er videnskabelige værktøjer, som er ekstraheret fra 

en bred viden om en vis genstand. Hvis de studerende lærer dem, 

uden at de kender til genstanden ï om det er musikalsk repertoire, 

kunstværker eller litterære tekster ï bliver teorierne varm luft. 

(Linda Maria Koldau, 2011)165 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents most of the empirical data for the thesis. The quotation from 

Koldau emphasises the importance of connecting theory with fact. Post-colonial study 

has received particular criticism in this regard: Chapter 2 highlighted the concerns of 

McLeod (2000: 29) and Ashcroft (2001: 10), for example, that post-colonial theorising 

can be so impenetrable and abstract that it becomes detrimental to an effective literary 

or historical analysis. In an effort to connect the thesis with concrete facts about Danish 

in the Faroes, large-scale field research was undertaken.166 This consisted of three 

questionnaire surveys carried out between April 2009 and November 2010: a postal 

questionnaire to 500 addresses in Tórshavn; a Faroes school survey of three 

studentaskúlar (in Tórshavn [Hoydalar], Kambsdalur and Hov) and the handilsskúli 

(ñthe Business Schoolò) in Tórshavn; and a Greenlandic school survey, undertaken at 

the gymnasium in Nuuk, Greenland.167 The results from Greenland are presented in 

Chapter 6.  

The primary aims of the surveys were: 

                                                                 
165

 ñTheories are scientific tools, which are extracted from broad knowledge of a given object. If students 

learn them without knowing the object ï be it a musical repertoire, works of art or literary texts ï the 

theories become hot air.ò Politiken (dated 12/06/11). (http://politiken.dk/debat/ECE1306556/professor-

dansk-humaniora-er-en-skandale/, last accessed 13/06/11). 

166
 938 people participated in the Faroese field research and 267 in Greenland. The Faroese total 

represents some 1.93% of the entire Faroese population (based on a population of 48,702 on 01/01/09; 

www.hagstova.fo, last accessed 18/04/11). 

167
 I had intended to complete the field-work within one year. In the Faroes this was achieved: the survey 

in Hoydalar and Kambsdalur took place in April/May 2009, the postal survey in May/June 2009 and the 

remaining schools were surveyed in April 2010. The eruption of the Icelandic Eyjafjallajökull volcano in 

April 2010 meant that the Greenlandic field-work was postponed until November 2010. 

http://politiken.dk/debat/ECE1306556/professor-dansk-humaniora-er-en-skandale/
http://politiken.dk/debat/ECE1306556/professor-dansk-humaniora-er-en-skandale/
http://www.hagstova.fo/
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a) to gauge opinion on the linguistic climate in the Faroes/Greenland and, more 

specifically, to elicit attitudes towards the Danish language. Of central 

importance is a consideration of the way in which Danish, which came to the 

territories as the coloniserôs language, is contextualised within contemporary 

Faroese/Greenlandic society; 

b) to gather information on how Danish is used in practice within the societies: 

how comfortable the Faroese/Greenlanders are in using Danish and how this 

compares with their use of Faroese/Greenlandic; 

c) to give respondents the opportunity to offer comments as part of an óopen 

responseô section. This could reveal new areas for research within the 

framework of the thesis which other studies may have neglected; 

d) to determine whether empirical data from the Faroes and Greenland supports the 

post-colonial perspective of the thesis. 

 

4.2 Field-Work Development 

4.2.1 Previous Field-Work in the Faroes 

In an article from 2001, Akselberg analysed the history of sociolinguistic study in the 

Faroes. While the present study is not strictly sociolinguistic in nature ï the focus is on 

the contextualisation of the colonial language within the post-colonial society rather 

than the traditional sociolinguistic consideration of ówho speaks what language to whom 

and when?ô168 ï previous field-work within sociolinguistics has informed much of my 

field-work. Akselberg identified three works examining the spoken language in the 

Faroes from a sociolinguistic perspective: Søndergaard (1987), Holm (1992) and Selås 

(1996). To this list I add J.í.L. Jacobsen (2008) and Knudsen (2010). Of the works that 

Akselberg identified, he felt that only Sel¬sô study could be characterised ósom 

tradisjonell sosiolingvistikkô (ñas traditional sociolinguisticsò) as it analysed the 

correlation between language variation in Faroese and social factors (2001: 157-8). 

Nevertheless, Sel¬sô focus on stress in the dialect of T·rshavn renders her work 

irrelevant to the thesis. J.².L. Jacobsenôs Ph.D. thesis (2008) is an excellent example of 

Faroese sociolinguistic research: he focuses on English loanwords in Faroese and 

correlates his results with social variables, such as lifestyle, knowledge of English and 
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 As articulated by Fishman (1965). 
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level of education. Despite its focus on English and the fact that it was completed well 

into the research period of the present study, Jacobsenôs thesis is too significant to 

Faroese sociolinguistics to ignore. Consequently, although his work has only informed 

the thesis to a limited extent, parallels in results and methodology are highlighted. 

Knudsenôs 2010 article on language use and linguistic nationalism in the Faroes 

challenges contemporary Faroese language policy and feels it to be inappropriate for 

such a small linguistic community. Although her work is fairly extensive ï together 

with five fieldworkers she surveyed 615 12-13 years in 40 schools across the country ï 

the article appeared after the field-work for the present study had been undertaken and 

was therefore unable to influence my methodology. 

Undoubtedly the best known and most frequently cited surveys concerning the 

position of Danish in the Faroes are the other two mentioned by Akselberg: 

Sßndergaardôs Unge uddannelsessøgende færingers holdninger til dansk og færøsk 

(ñAttitudes towards Danish and Faroese among Young Faroese Students in Further 

Educationò; 1987) and Holmôs óLanguage Values of Students in Upper Secondary 

Education in the Faroesô (1992). These works provide much of the foundation upon 

which the present questionnaire surveys are based. Other, less comprehensive, 

investigations have been undertaken, such as Vossô (1982) and B.H. Jacobsenôs (1984) 

dissertations, but these have contributed little to the thesis.169 Brief outlines of 

Sßndergaardôs and Holmôs investigations follow, including any conclusions or 

methodological suggestions that may bear relevance to the present study. Although it is 

perhaps unusual within sociolinguistic field-work to place such emphasis on previous 

research, these two projects have informed much of the linguistic debate on and analysis 

of Danish in the Faroes for over twenty years. While differences in research methods 

make direct data comparison between these works and the thesis difficult, a brief look at 

the conclusions should reveal whether any changes in the position of Danish on the 

islands have taken place. The concept of óchangeô is, in fact, central to post-colonial 

study: McLeod notes that post-colonialism óasserts the promise, the possibility, and the 

continuing necessity of changeô (2000: 33). From a Faroese perspective, L. Joensen 

observes that the Dano-Faroese moment was ójust that: a moment, not sustainableô 

(2000: 66; cf. 2.4.1).  

                                                                 
169

 Jacobsenôs focus differs from that of the other works mentioned: she looks at bilingualism arising from 

a childôs domestic background (i.e. in children with one/two Danish parent[s]), rather than as a direct 

consequence of the Faroese language climate. 
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 Sßndergaardôs work was chiefly concerned with the pedagogical aspects of the 

Danish-Faroese language situation: he wanted to reveal the attitudes of young Faroese 

towards Danish, but also towards Faroese itself, by means of an attitude test. His aim 

was to determine the relationship between attitudes towards Danish and the motivation 

for learning it.170 Sßndergaardôs sole research method was a questionnaire survey 

among 696 pupils at six Faroese colleges. All but one of the schools were located in 

Tórshavn, but as he could see no distinction between the college in Gøta and those in 

the capital, he took his findings to be representative of the Faroes in general (1987: 8). 

A limitation, however, is that no investigation was carried out on the southernmost 

island, Suðuroy, where the local vocabulary is noticeably closer to Danish (cf. 5.4.1). It 

is, therefore, not inconceivable that the situation there could have deviated from any 

identified norms. This is one weakness that the present study addresses. 

Søndergaard concludes that the Faroese appear to have recognised Danish as a 

language that can be useful in certain circumstances: it is neither loved nor hated. Nor is 

Danish perceived to be a threat to Faroese anymore. In another article from 1988 

Sßndergaard reflects on the ñpragmatic attitudeò of the Faroese towards Danish thus: 

ódenne pragmatiske holdning til dansk beror imidlertid ikke på nogen emotional binding 

til dette sprog og den dermed forbundne kultur, thi de unge menneskers identitet er 

absolut fÞrßskô (p.32).171 

 Holmôs more comprehensive study (albeit with fewer respondents) aimed: 

 

(1) To provide a socio-historical analysis of the background to the present 
language policy situation in the Faroes with specific reference to 
upper-secondary education (6th form college). 

(2) To investigate the language attitudes and values of young people 
enrolled in this level of education. 

(Holm 1992: 1) 

 

She undertook a language attitude survey of 289 pupils at four colleges, covering a 

wider geographical area than Sßndergaardôs investigation (T·rshavn, Gßta, Klaksv²k 

                                                                 
170

 óDet er m¬let med denne undersøgelse, ved hjælp af en såkaldt attitudetest, at forsøge at blotlægge 

unge færingers holdninger primært til dansk, sekundært til færøsk, da der [...] undertiden vil være en 

sammenhæng herimellem. Det er imidlertid ikke det endegyldige mål blot at kalde disse attituder frem, 

men ï om muligt ï at klarlægge sammenhængen mellem holdningerne til sproget og motivationen for at 

indlÞre dette, thi denne sammenhÞng er af basal vigtighedô (Sßndergaard 1987: 5; tr.17). 

171
 ñThis pragmatic attitude towards Danish does not however depend on an emotional connection to the 

language and its associated culture, for the identity of the young people is absolutely Faroese.ò 
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and Suðuroy), but fewer institutions (1992: 56). Quoting useful examples of previous 

language attitude research not connected to the Faroes, Holm emphasises the value in 

supplementing questionnaire-based research with other types (cf. 2.5). She chooses 

interviews with two groups of students, classroom observation and in-depth interviews 

with people with key roles in the promotion of Faroese in education (1992: 55). 

 Like Sßndergaard, Holm identifies a practical attitude (óan instrumental viewô; 

p.74) towards Danish among Faroese college pupils. She finds that the students 

óacknowledged the practical requirement that they should be able to read, write and 

have communicative competence in Danishô (ibid.). 

Of particular interest to the thesis is Holmôs conclusion that part of the difficulty 

in the Faroese education system at that time was the ópersistence of a colonized 

mentality among certain sections of the population and people involved in the education 

systemô (p.110). Holmôs observation that the colonial past continues to influence 

language decisions within the education system and Faroese society in general supports 

the premise of this thesis: an analysis of the Faroese language climate must consider the 

colonial past. 

 

4.2.2 Questionnaire Design for the Present Study 

The questionnaires were constructed over a number of months in consultation with 

lecturers at UCL and the University of the Faroes. The final versions were proof-read by 

a lecturer from the latter and by another Faroese reader who does not work in academia. 

Regarding literature on best survey practice, Bryman (2004) and Mangione (1995) were 

particularly useful. 

Four broad areas of investigation were established for the postal questionnaire: 

background, Danish skills, Danish at school and Danish in society. While the first three 

dealt primarily with facts, the final area sought to elicit attitudes towards Danish in 

Faroese society and Danish influence on Faroese vocabulary. For the schools, a fifth 

area, Danish and the new media, was added. This aimed to establish the function Danish 

serves, if any, on Facebook, the social networking website. The present study is, to my 

knowledge, the only academic work to consider the islandersô language choices in 

relation to this new mode of social interaction. 

As regards the questions themselves, the issue of whether to include the open 

variety is problematic in qualitative research design. Such questions, in which the 

respondent is not given a list of possible options but an opportunity to write a personal 
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response, can dissuade potential respondents due to the time and thought demanded. 

Their value lies in their ability to suggest possible new areas of research. Closed 

questions, on the other hand, include a list of possible options and the respondent is 

asked to put a cross by the most relevant response. The obligatory nature of the school 

survey ï questionnaires were distributed in class and teachers waited for the pupils to 

complete them ï offered a good opportunity to include a low number of open questions, 

whereas none was used in the postal survey.172 Nevertheless, for reasons of ease of 

comparison between responses, and speed, the vast majority of questions were closed. 

This mixture of methods ï Woolardôs ómethodological eclecticismô (cf. 2.5) ï is a 

strength rather than a weakness: as a student of Brymanôs expresses it, óby using both 

open and closed questions it was possible to gain the necessary statistics as well as 

opinions and experiences unique to each studentô (2004: 237). 

Closed questions present their own difficulties: by their nature they polarise 

respondentsô opinions. This has to be taken into consideration when analysing the 

results. On several occasions respondents were given the opportunity to put a cross 

against an óOtherô option, allowing them to provide an answer that might not have been 

foreseen. The inclusion or omission of a ódonôt knowô option in closed questions is 

another difficult issue. As Bryman explains (2004: 244) óthe chief reason for including 

the ñdonôt knowò option is that not to include one risks forcing people to express views 

that they do not really holdô. However, it was felt that the inclusion of such an option 

might encourage respondents not to think. Bryman mentions a series of American 

experiments that suggested that many respondents who opt for this response ódo in fact 

hold an opinionô (ibid.). I therefore decided to avoid a ódonôt knowô option and this 

must be remembered when analysing the results. 

One particularly relevant issue in the Faroes is which words to use when popular 

and recommended usage (by institutions and dictionaries, etc.) differ. On this issue, it 

was decided to steer a middle course: sometimes popular words were used (such as 

danskari, ñDaneò, rather than dani), so that the questionnaire would not appear stilted to 

young respondents, and sometimes recommended terms were employed so that teachers 

at the institutions involved ï upon whom I relied for the questionnaires to be distributed 

ï would not be discouraged by a perceived overuse of Danicisms (see 1.2.2). 
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 Respondents to the postal survey did have an opportunity to add comments at the end of the 

questionnaire. 
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All questionnaires were to be completed anonymously.173 

Whereas Jacobsenôs 2008 thesis was largely constructed around his quantitative 

research (see 4.2.1), the questionnaire survey for the present study, while important in 

terms of its contribution to original research, is only one of several elements in the 

thesis. This factor, in addition to the fact that the survey had to be undertaken within a 

limited time span and that it only became clear at an advanced stage in the fieldwork 

that such large-scale quantitative research would be possible, meant that an investigative 

system as advanced as Jacobsenôs would have proved difficult to implement. Jacobsenôs 

thesis contains detailed probability analysis with each presentation of results. The 

difficulty of predicting what the response to my survey was to be, and how the results 

might need to be interpreted or used, as well as the lack of readily available statistical 

support óin the fieldô, meant that the decision was made not to pursue strict statistical 

sampling theory. 

Nevertheless, as 4.2.3 explains, I attempted to make the selection of 

questionnaire recipients as random as possible, so that conclusions about the larger 

population (either T·rshavnôs residents or pupils at Faroese colleges) could be drawn 

with some confidence. Furthermore, as 4.3.1 and 4.4.1 show, the rates of response were 

very high (just under 60% in the postal survey and 100% in the schools survey). 

Therefore, while it would have been useful if the survey had been created in such a way 

as to facilitate the drawing of strictly scientific conclusions, I am confident that my 

findings are valid for the purpose of the present thesis. 

 

4.2.3 Particular Considerations for the Postal Survey 

The postal survey was carried out in Tórshavn alone for two key reasons: firstly, 

selecting sources from across the country would introduce too many variables to the 

investigation, thus making it harder to draw conclusions; secondly, focusing on smaller 

villages could have made respondents identifiable.174 This latter is an important 

consideration in a small society and one which has been touched upon by other 

                                                                 
173

 This anonymity ensured that the research did not need approval from UCLôs Ethics Committee, as 

specified under Exception C on the Committeeôs website (http://ethics.grad.ucl.ac.uk/exemptions.php, last 

accessed 05/04/11). 

174
 Here óT·rshavnô refers to T·rshavn proper and its satellite towns of Hoyv²k and Argir. T·rshavn 

Municipality covers southern Streymoy and the islands of Nólsoy, Hestur and Koltur. As this includes the 

biggest settlement in the country and some of the most isolated communities, I felt that selecting 

respondents from across the municipality would include too many variables.  

http://ethics.grad.ucl.ac.uk/exemptions.php
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researchers, such as Didriksen in 1986 her work on the relationship between the Faroese 

language and gender.175 

While the residents of Tórshavn cannot necessarily be considered typical of the 

Faroese in general, 25.5% (12,886) of the population live in Tórshavn proper, while 

40.3% (19,619) live in the capital municipality.176 Since the construction of the Vágar 

and Northern Islandsô tunnels, in 2002 and 2007 respectively, six islands are connected 

by road and considerable numbers of people commute to the capital. Some 86.1% 

(41,931) of the population are within two hoursô drive of central T·rshavn: even the 

islanders from Suðuroy, the southernmost island, can be in Tórshavn within two hours. 

These factors suggest that the differences between Tórshavn and much of the rest of the 

Faroes are not as pronounced as in Svaboôs day. Furthermore, the school survey does 

cover various Faroese regions. 

 For the postal survey the respondents had to be selected. The selection of 

addresses needed to be random to facilitate the creation of óinferences from [the] 

information [...] to the population from which it was selectedô (Bryman 2004: 177). Best 

sampling practice involves procuring a list of all members of the population and 

selecting names using a random number generator (p.172-3). Unfortunately it proved 

impossible to obtain an electoral register for Tórshavn, so it became necessary to use the 

telephone directory (Føroya Tele 2007). A distinct advantage of the Faroese directory 

over the British equivalent is that it lists the chief male and female occupants of the 

household and often secondary occupants. While the telephone directory method 

renders the selection of young people less likely, it was hoped that the method would 

still produce equality between the sexes and a reasonable range of ages. In any case, the 

school survey allows conclusions to be drawn on the position of Danish amongst 

younger people on the islands. The 500 names were selected using an online 

generator.177 Some residents are listed more than once in the directory (with land-line 

and mobile numbers): when one name was selected twice, I moved down the list to the 

next available name. I am satisfied that this method was as close to achieving true 

randomness as was realistically possible. 

                                                                 
175

 Didriksen (1986: 43): óDa FÞrßerne er et lille land [...] har jeg såvidt muligt forsøgt at gøre 

udtalelserne anonyme for ikke at bryde den fortrolighed, som er lovet de interviewedeô (ñAs the Faroes is 

a small country [...] I have tried as far as possible to keep the statements anonymous, so as not to break 

the confidentiality the interviewees were promisedò). 

176
 Population statistics in this chapter as of 01/01/09; www.hagstova.fo (last accessed 18/04/11). 

177
 At www.random.org (last accessed 05/04/11). 

http://www.hagstova.fo/
http://www.random.org/
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The postal survey relied heavily upon the goodwill of the respondent. Advice on 

how to enhance the response rate was taken from Bryman (2004), Mangione (1995) and 

Dillman (2000). Additionally, it was felt that rates could be improved if recipients were 

already familiar with the study before the questionnaire arrived. One of the two leading 

newspapers in the Faroes, Sosialurin, agreed to cover the project.178 Part of the ensuing 

article (cf. Appendix 5) consisted of a column explaining that 500 Tórshavn residents 

would be receiving questionnaires through the post over the coming days and how 

important it was that they respond. This column was included on the reverse of the 

cover letter sent with each questionnaire. These were accompanied by a stamped 

envelope addressed to the University of the Faroes. 

 

4.3 The Postal Survey: Data 

4.3.1 Response 

As stated previously, response to postal surveys is traditionally low, but, perhaps 

encouraged by the newspaper article, the rate in this instance exceeded my expectations. 

Of the 500 questionnaires sent, 297 were returned completed. Twenty unopened 

questionnaires were returned due to unrecognised addressees or addressees that had 

since moved. Of these, nineteen were re-sent to randomly selected addresses, whereas 

the twentieth took almost two months to return and was not re-sent. As this final 

questionnaire never reached an addressee, we can consider that 297 out of 499 

questionnaires were returned completed, a response rate of 59.52%. This is the 

minimum response rate for this survey as other questionnaires may have failed to reach 

their addressee. 

 Mangione (1995: 60-1) addresses the question of what constitutes an acceptable 

response rate to a postal survey. His conclusions, tabulated by Bryman (2004: 219), are 

as follows (Table 4.1): 

 

Response Rate Acceptability 

Over 85% Excellent 

70-85% Very good 

60-69% Acceptable 

                                                                 
178

 Sosialurin and Dimmalætting appear five times weekly. In 2007 Sosialurin had a circulation of 8,000 

for each issue, just behind Dimmalættingôs circulation of 8,500 for each issue. 
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50-59% Barely acceptable 

Below 50% Not acceptable 

Table 4.1: Acceptable Rates of Response in Postal Surveys (Mangione 1995: 60-61) 

 

Rounded to the nearest percentage point, the response rate to the postal survey is 60%, 

which falls into Mangioneôs óacceptableô band. While there is naturally a degree of 

arbitrariness to Mangioneôs categories, they are useful as a guideline: once a large 

percentage of a sample has not responded to a survey, there could be qualities which 

characterise this group that the research will ignore. Failing to take these qualities into 

consideration may cause research to become biased. Based on my own impression and 

Mangioneôs categories, I am satisfied that the response to the postal survey is sufficient 

to enable conclusions to be drawn about the general population.179 As this survey was 

about language ï a topic which cannot be expected to interest everyone ï the relatively 

high response rate and some of the comments written on the questionnaires suggest that 

the project managed to catch the imagination of many of the respondents. 

 

4.3.2 The Presentation of Results 

The presentation of results is divided into the same four data fields as the questionnaire: 

background, Danish skills, Danish at school and Danish in society. Following the 

responses to the questions posed within these fields, any significant comments given 

under the óadditional commentsô section at the end of the questionnaire are taken into 

account. For many of the questions, the respondents are divided into age categories (40 

years old and under; 41-60 years old and over 60 years old) to facilitate an examination 

of generational difference amongst residents. These groups are subdivided according to 

gender, to see whether there are discernible differences between the responses of male 

and female respondents. In order to understand the influence of Danish on the lives of 

those Faroese people who have had little direct contact with Danish, a further 

subcategory (óFO-bgdô, or óFaroese backgroundô) has been included where appropriate. 

To qualify, respondents must have Faroese as a main language and must have spent 

under six months in Denmark. As the thesis focuses on Faroese society as a whole, and 

only 34.3% of respondents fall into the FO-bgd subcategory, less is made of this 

subcategory in the analyses. 
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 óPopulationô is used here in its statistical sense, i.e. óthe entire group from which the sample was 

selectedô. 
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The presentation reflects the structure of the questionnaire.180 The only 

exception to this is the first subsection under 4.3.3, with the heading óAge and Genderô, 

which is an amalgamation of the opening two questions. Each of the tables is 

accompanied by a short commentary highlighting trends in the data. These trends are 

summarised in the conclusion (4.3.8). Where relevant, the reasoning behind a specific 

question and any additional comments relating directly to that question made by the 

respondents are given in the commentary. In the tables, the numbers given in square 

brackets are the percentages of the total. For ease of comparison, the highest percentage 

in each category is marked in bold type. On some tables responses in different columns 

are added together: the resulting percentages are given in italic type. Of these new 

percentages, those that would have been the most popular if the category had appeared 

on the questionnaire appear in bold italic type. 

 

4.3.3 Data 1: Background 

1. Age and Gender 

 Male Female N/R Total Percentage of 

respondents
181

 

All  157 [52.9] 138 [46.5] 2 [0.7] 297 [100.0] 

FO-bgd * 58 [56.9] * 43 [42.2] 1 [1.0] 102 * [34.3] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 31 [47.0] * 35 [53.0] 0 [0.0] * 66 [22.2] 

20 and younger ** 2 [66.6] ** 1 [33.3] 0 [0.0] ** 3 * [1.0] 

21-30 * 10 [76.9] ** 3 [23.1] 0 [0.0] * 13 * [4.4] 

31-40 * 19 [38.0] * 31 [62.0] 0 [0.0] * 50 [16.8] 

 

41-60 

All  * 76 [49.7] * 76 [49.7] 1 [0.7] 153 [51.5] 

41-50 * 37 [45.7] * 43 [53.1] 1 [1.2] * 81 [27.3] 

51-60 * 39 [54.2] * 33 [45.8] 0 [0.0] * 72 [24.2] 

 

61 and over 

All  * 50 [64.1] * 27 [34.6] 1 [1.3] * 78 [26.3] 

61-70 * 37 [64.9] * 19 [33.3] 1 [1.8] * 57 [19.2] 

71-80 * 13 [86.7] ** 2 [13.3] 0 [0.0] * 15 * [5.1] 

81 and older *** 0 [0.0] * 6 [100.0] 0 [0.0] ** 6 * [2.0] 

Table 4.2: (FPS) Age and Gender 

 

As Table 4.2 demonstrates, the split between male and female respondents is fairly 

balanced ï the proportion of men is slightly higher, although this is in keeping with the 
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 All questionnaires are included in Appendix 4. 

181
 Total percentages do not always constitute exactly 100% due to the addition of rounded percentages. 
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general gender balance in the Faroes (51.9% male, 48.1% female). In Tórshavn, Hoyvík 

and Argir, the difference is slightly smaller (50.3% male, 49.7% female), but the 

respondents can be considered reasonably representative as regards gender. 

Once respondents are categorised according to their age group, it is only in the 

Over 60 category that the gender balance is considerably skewed, with an obvious over-

representation of male respondents, as demonstrated in Table 4.3: 

 

 The Present 

Study 

Hagstova 

Føroya 

40 and under
182

 31 [47.0] 2,662 [52.8] 

41-60 76 [49.7] 2,532 [51.3] 

Over 60 50 [64.1] 1,326 [45.9] 

Total 157 6,520 

Table 4.3: (FPS) Male Gender in Relation to Tórshavn in General 

 

Regarding respondent age, the present study is less representative, as 

demonstrated in Table 4.4. While the Over 60 category is close to ideal, the 41-60 

category is considerably over-represented and the 40 and under category is under-

represented: only 16 respondents are under 30 years of age. J.í.L. Jacobsen identified 

this problem of under-representation in the lower age brackets in his research (2008: 

58). His chief explanation for this ï the fact that young people do not have their own 

land-line number and are consequently not listed in the directory ï is certain to apply 

here too. This under-representation was expected and was indeed identified in 4.2.3 as a 

weakness of the telephone directory method for selecting respondents. 

 

 The Present 

Study 

Hagstova 

Føroya 

40 and under * 66 [22.2] 5,040 [39.1] 

41-60 153 [51.5] 4,940 [38.5] 

Over 60 * 78 [26.3] 2,886 [22.4] 

Total 297 12,886 

Table 4.4: (FPS) Age in Relation to Tórshavn in General 

 

2. What is your main language? 

As Table 4.5 illustrates, Faroese functions as the sole main language for the vast 

majority of respondents in all age brackets, with only 5.4% considering Danish to be 
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 The numbers for Hagstova Føroya, the Faroese statistical office, represent all those between 18 and 40 

years old. 
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their sole or joint main language. This figure is marginally higher (7.2%) in the 41-60 

category. It is, however, evident that no other language rivals Danish in its position as 

the second most common main language in Tórshavn. Only 1.7% give a language other 

than Faroese or Danish. 

 

 Fa. Da. Fa. + Da. Fa. + 

Other 

Da. + 

Other 

Other 

All  276 [92.9] ** 5 [1.7] * 11 [3.7] ** 3 [1.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 2 [0.7] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 62 [93.9] ** 1 [1.5] ** 2 [3.0] ** 1 [1.5] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Male * 28 [90.3] ** 1 [3.2] ** 1 [3.2] ** 1 [3.2] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female * 34 [97.1] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [2.9] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

41-60 

All  140 [91.5] ** 4 [2.6] ** 7 [4.6] ** 1 [0.7] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [0.7] 

Male * 68 [89.5] ** 3 [3.9] ** 3 [3.9] ** 1 [1.3] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [1.3] 

Female * 71 [93.4] ** 1 [1.3] ** 4 [5.3] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

Over 60 

All  * 74 [94.9] ** 0 [0.0] ** 2 [2.6] ** 1 [1.3] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [1.3] 

Male * 46 [92.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 2 [4.0] ** 1 [2.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [2.0] 

Female 27 [100.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Table 4.5: (FPS) Main Language 

 

3. How many times have you been to Denmark? 

As Table 4.6 shows, almost all respondents in all age bands have visited Denmark 

several times ï and all bar one of those that have not selected this option consider 

themselves to be from Denmark. Already at this stage in the data analysis, we can 

witness a high level of exposure to metropolitan Danish amongst the Tórshavn 

population. 

 

 Never Once Twice Several From DK 

All  ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [0.3] 286 [96.3] * 10 [3.4] 

 

40 and under 

All  ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] * 64 [97.0] ** 2 [3.0] 

Male ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] * 30 [96.8] ** 1 [3.2] 

Female ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] * 34 [97.1] ** 1 [2.9] 

 

41-60 

All  ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [0.7] 145 [94.8] ** 7 [4.6] 

Male ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] * 71 [93.4] ** 5 [6.6] 

Female ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [1.3] * 73 [96.1] ** 2 [2.6] 

 

Over 60 

All  ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] * 77 [98.7] ** 1 [1.3] 
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Male ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] * 49 [98.0] ** 1 [2.0] 

Female ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 27 [100.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Table 4.6: (FPS) Visits to Denmark 

 

4. Have you lived in Denmark? 

The observation that there is a high level of exposure to metropolitan Danish amongst 

Tórshavn residents is further supported by Table 4.7. Combining the percentages for the 

relevant columns reveals that the majority of respondents (57.2%) have spent over a 

year in Denmark, and almost half (48.8%) have spent over two years there. Only 26.6% 

have never spent any protracted period of time in Denmark. In the lower two age 

brackets, a majority have lived in Denmark for over two years. 

 

 No 1-3 mth 3-6 mth 6 mth-1 yr 1-2 yr 2-5 yr >5 yr 

All  * 79 [26.6] ** 7 [2.4] * 19 [6.4] * 22 [7.4] * 25 [8.4] 57 [19.2] 88 [29.6] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 15 [22.7] ** 2 [3.0] ** 5 [7.6] ** 6 [9.1] ** 4 [6.1] 17 [25.8] 17 [25.8] 

Male ** 9 [29.0] ** 1 [3.2] * 4 [12.9] ** 3 [9.7] ** 2 [6.5] * 6 [19.4] * 6 [19.4] 

Female ** 6 [17.1] ** 1 [2.9] ** 1 [2.9] ** 3 [8.6] ** 2 [5.7] 11 [31.4] 11 [31.4] 

 

41-60 

All  * 42 [27.5] ** 3 [2.0] ** 9 [5.9] * 10 [6.5] * 11 [7.2] 30 [19.6] 48 [31.4] 

Male * 19 [25.0] ** 1 [1.3] ** 6 [7.9] ** 4 [5.3] ** 6 [7.9] 19 [25.0] 21 [27.6] 

Female * 23 [30.3] ** 2 [2.6] ** 3 [3.9] ** 6 [7.9] ** 5 [6.6] 11 [14.5] 26 [34.2] 

 

Over 60 

All  * 22 [28.2] ** 2 [2.6] ** 5 [6.4] ** 6 [7.7] 10 [12.8] 10 [12.8] 23 [29.5] 

Male * 16 [32.0] ** 2 [4.0] ** 3 [6.0] * 5 [10.0] * 5 [10.0] * 5 [10.0] 14 [28.0] 

Female ** 5 [18.5] ** 0 [0.0] ** 2 [7.4] ** 1 [3.7] * 5 [18.5] * 5 [18.5] * 9 [33.3] 

Table 4.7: (FPS) Time Lived in Denmark 

 

4.3.4 Data 2: Danish Skills  

5. How well do you know Danish? 

Although Table 4.5 confirmed that the vast majority of respondents identity their main 

language as Faroese, Table 4.8 indicates nevertheless that the majority of Tórshavn 

residents ï in all age brackets ï consider themselves fluent in Danish, including a very 

high proportion of women in the Over 60 age bracket (74.1%). Here, for the first time, 

there is a significant difference between the youngest age band and the other two: 

firstly, almost three-quarters (74.2%) of respondents in the youngest age bracket claim 

to be fluent in Danish, and secondly, no respondents under 40 felt that, although their 

main language was Faroese, their Danish was better. 
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 Fluent 

(main) 

Fluent 

(better 

than 

main) 

Fluent 

(not 

main) 

Fluent 

(equal) 

Well Quite 

well 

Not 

well 

Inv. N/R 

All  6 

[2.0] 

12 

[4.0] 

111 

[37.4] 

59 

[19.9] 

68 

[22.9] 

35 

[11.8] 

2 

[0.7] 

2 

[0.7] 

2 

[0.7] 

 188 [63.3]  

FO-bgd 0 

[0.0] 

4 

[3.9] 

37 

[36.3] 

3 

[2.9] 

36 

[35.3] 

21 

[20.6] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

1 

[1.0] 

 44 [43.1]  

 

40 and under 

All  1 

[1.5] 

0 

[0.0] 

36 

[54.5] 

12 

[18.2] 

10 

[15.2] 

6 

[9.1] 

0 

[0.0] 

1 

[1.5] 

0 

[0.0] 

 49 [74.2]  

Male 1 

[3.2] 

0 

[0.0] 

18 

[58.1] 

4 

[12.9] 

5 

[16.1] 

2 

[6.5] 

0 

[0.0] 

1 

[3.2] 

0 

[0.0] 

 23 [74.2]  

Female 0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

18 

[51.4] 

8 

[22.9] 

5 

[14.3] 

4 

[11.4] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

 26 [74.3]  

FO-bgd 0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

10 

[47.6] 

1 

[4.8] 

6 

[28.6] 

4 

[19.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

 11 [52.4]  

 

41-60 

All  4 

[2.6] 

8 

[5.2] 

48 

[31.4] 

30 

[19.6] 

42 

[27.5] 

18 

[11.8] 

1 

[0.7] 

1 

[0.7] 

1 

[0.7] 

 90 [58.8]  

Male  3 

[3.9] 

3 

[3.9] 

23 

[30.3] 

13 

[17.1] 

23 

[30.3] 

9 

[11.8] 

1 

[1.3] 

1 

[1.3] 

0 

[0.0] 

 42 [55.2]  

Female 1 

[1.3] 

5 

[6.6] 

24 

[31.6] 

17 

[22.4] 

19 

[25.0] 

9 

[11.8] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

1 

[1.3] 

 47 [61.9]  

FO-bgd 0 

[0.0] 

2 

[3.8] 

20 

[37.7] 

1 

[1.9] 

21 

[39.6] 

8 

[15.1] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

1 

[1.9] 

 23 [43.4]  

 

Over 60 

All  1 

[1.3] 

4 

[5.1] 

27 

[34.6] 

17 

[21.8] 

16 

[20.5] 

11 

[14.1] 

1 

[1.3] 

1 

[1.3] 

0 

[0.0] 

 49 [62.8]  

Male 1 

[2.0] 

2 

[4.0] 

13 

[26.0] 

13 

[26.0] 

10 

[20.0] 

9 

[18.0] 

1 

[2.0] 

1 

[2.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

 29 [58.0]  

Female  0 

[0.0] 

2 

[7.4] 

14 

[51.9] 

4 

[14.8] 

5 

[18.5] 

2 

[7.4] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

 20 [74.1]  

FO-bgd 0 

[0.0] 

2 

[7.1] 

7 

[25.0] 

1 

[3.6] 

9 

[32.1] 

9 

[32.1] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

0 

[0.0] 

 11 [35.7]  

Table 4.8: (FPS) Danish Skills 
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6. When you speak Danish, do you try  to adopt ... ? 

Questions 6 and 7 address the pronunciation of Danish in the Faroes. Table 4.9 shows 

that the majority of respondents do not think consciously about their accent when they 

speak Danish. Regarding the subcategories, the only age bracket that bucks this trend is 

the 40 and under band, where half deliberately aim to make their accent metropolitan. 

 

 Fa. accent Da. accent Do not think Inv. 

All  * 10 [3.4] 107 [36.0] 178 [59.9] ** 2 [0.7] 

FO-bgd ** 6 [5.9] * 30 [29.4] * 65 [63.7] ** 1 [1.0] 

 

40 and under 

All  ** 3 [4.5] * 33 [50.0] * 30 [45.5] ** 0 [0.0] 

Male ** 2 [6.5] * 13 [41.9] * 16 [51.6] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female ** 1 [2.9] * 20 [57.1] * 14 [40.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

FO-bgd ** 2 [9.5]  ** 5 [23.8] * 14 [66.7] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

41-60 

All  ** 6 [3.9] * 51 [33.3] * 94 [61.4] ** 2 [1.3] 

Male ** 4 [5.3] * 28 [36.8] * 43 [56.6] ** 1 [1.3] 

Female ** 2 [2.6] * 22 [28.9] * 51 [67.1] ** 1 [1.3] 

FO-bgd ** 3 [5.7] * 16 [30.2] * 33 [62.3] ** 1 [1.9] 

 

Over 60 

All  ** 1 [1.3] * 23 [29.5] * 54 [69.2] ** 0 [0.0] 

Male ** 0 [0.0] * 17 [34.0] * 33 [66.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female ** 1 [3.7] ** 6 [22.2] * 20 [74.1] ** 0 [0.0]  

FO-bgd ** 1 [3.6] ** 9 [32.1] * 18 [64.3] ** 0 [0.0] 

Table 4.9: (FPS) Attempted Accent when Speaking Danish 

 

7. Do you think that you speak Danish with ... ? 

In Table 4.10, which focuses on self-evaluation of oneôs pronunciation of Danish, the 

percentages are more fragmented, with no majority agreement in any gender or age 

subcategory. The most common response, however, in all categories other than the male 

under 40 is that the respondent speaks Danish with a somewhat Faroese accent. 

 

 Strong Fa. 

Accent 

Somewhat 

Fa. accent 

More Da. 

Accent 

Da. accent Other 

influenced 

accent 

Inv. 

All  ** 9 [3.0] 120 [40.4] * 67 [22.6] * 86 [29.0] * 12 [4.0] ** 3 [1.0] 

FO-bgd ** 5 [4.9] * 47 [46.1] * 24 [23.5] * 19 [18.6] ** 6 [5.9] ** 1 [1.0] 

 

40 and under 

All  ** 1 [1.5] * 23 [34.8] * 18 [27.3] * 20 [30.3] ** 2 [3.0] ** 2 [3.0] 

Male ** 0 [0.0] ** 8 [25.8] ** 9 [29.0] * 10 [32.3] ** 2 [6.5] ** 2 [6.5] 

Female ** 1 [2.9] * 15 [42.9] ** 9 [25.7] * 10 [28.6] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 
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FO-bgd ** 1 [4.8] * 10 [47.6] ** 4 [19.0]  ** 4 [19.0] * v1 [4.8] ** 1 [4.8] 

 

41-60 

All  ** 5 [3.3] * 66 [43.1] * 29 [19.0] * 47 [30.7] ** 5 [3.3] ** 1 [0.7] 

Male ** 4 [5.3] * 31 [40.8] * 16 [21.1] * 22 [28.9]  ** 2 [2.6] ** 1 [1.3] 

Female ** 1 [1.3] * 35 [46.1] * 12 [15.8]  * 25 [32.9] ** 3 [3.9] ** 0 [0.0]  

FO-bgd ** 2 [3.8] * 26 [49.1] * 12 [22.6] * 10 [18.9] ** 3 [5.7] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

Over 60 

All  ** 3 [3.8] * 31 [39.7] * 20 [25.6] * 19 [24.4] ** 5 [6.4] ** 0 [0.0] 

Male ** 3 [6.0] * 18 [36.0] * 15 [30.0] * 12 [24.0] ** 2 [4.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female ** 0 [0.0] * 13 [48.1]  ** 5 [18.5]  ** 6 [22.2] * 3 [11.1] ** 0 [0.0] 

FO-bgd ** 2 [7.1] * 11 [39.3] ** 8 [28.6] ** 5 [17.9] ** 2 [7.1] ** 0 [0.0] 

Table 4.10: (FPS) Accent when Speaking Danish 

 

8. Are you more comfortable reading Faroese or Danish? 

Questions 8 and 9 examine whether the respondent is most comfortable using Faroese 

or Danish when reading (Table 4.11) or writing (Table 4.12). Table 4.11 shows that the 

majority of respondents are just as comfortable reading Faroese as reading Danish. 

Interestingly, however, the female respondents within the lower two age bands are more 

likely to be equally comfortable with both languages than males. 

 

 Fa. Da. Depends on 

subject 

No 

difference 

All  * 60 [20.2] * 27 [9.1] * 17 [5.7] 193 [65.0] 

FO-bgd * 34 [33.3] ** 7 [6.9] ** 9 [8.8] * 52 [51.0] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 14 [21.2] * 8 [12.1] * 7 [10.6] * 37 [56.1] 

Male ** 9 [29.0] ** 3 [9.7] * 4 [12.9] * 15 [48.4] 

Female ** 5 [14.3] * 5 [14.3] ** 3 [8.6] * 22 [62.9] 

FO-bgd ** 8 [38.1] * 3 [14.3] * 5 [23.8] ** 5 [23.8] 

 

41-60 

All  * 35 [22.9] * 11 [7.2] ** 4 [2.6] 103 [67.3] 

Male * 25 [32.9] ** 7 [9.2] ** 0 [0.0] * 44 [57.9] 

Female * 10 [13.2] ** 4 [5.3] ** 4 [5.3] * 58 [76.3] 

FO-bgd * 20 [37.7] ** 1 [1.9] ** 3 [5.7] * 29 [54.7] 

 

Over 60 

All  * 11 [14.1] * 8 [10.3] ** 6 [7.7] * 53 [67.9] 

Male ** 6 [12.0] ** 4 [8.0] * 5 [10.0] * 35 [70.0] 

Female ** 5 [18.5] * 4 [14.8] ** 1 [3.7] * 17 [63.0] 

FO-bgd ** 6 [21.4] * 3 [10.7] ** 1 [3.6] * 18 [64.3] 

Table 4.11: (FPS) Language Preference when Reading 
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9. Are you more comfortable writing  Faroese or Danish? 

As Table 4.12 demonstrates, the results are slightly more fragmented when written 

skills are considered. Danish plays a more significant role with around 20% in each age 

bracket preferring to write in Danish. There are clear age and gender distinctions here: 

in the oldest age bracket, among those who experienced a difference, respondents were 

more likely to favour Danish over Faroese. This trend is reversed among younger 

respondents. In the 40 and under age band there is a disparity between the genders, with 

young males again inclined towards Faroese. 

 

 Fa. Da. Depends on 

subject 

No 

difference 

Inv. N/R 

All  * 82 [27.6] * 59 [19.9] * 11 [3.7] 143 [48.1] ** 1 [0.3] ** 1 [0.3] 

FO-bgd * 43 [42.2] * 14 [13.7] ** 3 [2.9] * 41 [40.2] ** 1 [1.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 23 [34.8] * 12 [18.2] ** 2 [3.0] * 28 [42.4] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [1.5] 

Male * 13 [41.9] ** 4 [12.9] ** 2 [6.5] * 12 [38.7] ** 0 [0.0]  ** 0 [0.0] 

Female * 10 [28.6] ** 8 [22.9] ** 0 [0.0] * 16 [45.7] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [2.9] 

FO-bgd * 13 [61.9] ** 3 [14.3] ** 2 [9.5] ** 3 [14.3] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

41-60 

All  * 44 [28.8] * 29 [19.0] ** 3 [2.0] * 76 [49.7] ** 1 [0.7] ** 0 [0.0] 

Male * 24 [31.6] * 14 [18.4] ** 1 [1.3]  * 36 [47.4] ** 1 [1.3] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female * 20 [26.3] * 15 [19.7] ** 2 [2.6] * 39 [51.3] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

FO-bgd * 22 [41.5] ** * 3 [5.7] ** 0 [0.0] * 27 [50.9] ** 1 [1.9] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

Over 60 

All  * 15 [19.2] * 18 [23.1] ** 6 [7.7] * 39 [50.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Male ** 9 [18.0] * 11 [22.0] * 5 [10.0] * 25 [50.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female ** 6 [22.2] ** 6 [22.2] ** 1 [3.7] * 14 [51.9] ** 0 [0.0]  ** 0 [0.0] 

FO-bgd ** 8 [28.6] ** 8 [28.6] ** 1 [3.6] * 11 [39.3] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Table 4.12: (FPS) Language Preference when Writing 

 

 

4.3.5 Data 3: Danish at School 

10. Did you know Danish before you started to learn it at school? 

Like Table 4.12, Table 4.13 also shows generational differences on the question of 

whether Danish was known prior to starting school. In the oldest bands, an absolute 

majority did not know Danish before school. This percentage, while still substantial, is 

much lower in the 40 and under bracket, with respondents just as likely to have had 

some knowledge of Danish. Significantly, for a population in which the vast majority 
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considers itself fluent in Danish, only 7.4% spoke it fluently before school. This 

percentage is considerably lower in the oldest band (2.6%). 

 

 Yes, fluently Yes, well Yes, a little No N/R 

All  * 22 [7.4] ** 27 [9.1] * 85 [28.6] 162 [54.5] ** 1 [0.3] 

FO-bgd ** 2 [2.0] * 12 [11.8] * 31 [30.4] * 57 [55.9] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

40 and under 

All  ** 5 [7.6] * 11 [16.7] * 25 [37.9] * 25 [37.9] ** 0 [0.0] 

Male ** 2 [6.5] ** 6 [19.4] * 12 [38.7] * 11 [35.5] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female ** 3 [8.6] ** 5 [14.3] * 13 [37.1] * 14 [40.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

FO-bgd ** 1 [4.8] ** 6 [28.6] ** 9 [42.9] ** 5 [23.8] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

41-60 

All  * 15 [9.8] * 12 [7.8] * 40 [26.1] * 86 [56.2] ** 0 [0.0] 

Male * 8 [10.5] ** 7 [9.2]  * 18 [23.7] * 43 [56.6] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female ** 7 [9.2] ** 5 [6.6]  * 22 [28.9] * 42 [55.3] ** 0 [0.0] 

FO-bgd ** 1 [1.9] ** 5 [9.4] * 15 [28.3] * 32 [60.4] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

Over 60 

All  ** 2 [2.6] ** 4 [5.1] * 20 [25.6] * 51 [65.4] ** 1 [1.3] 

Male ** 1 [2.0] ** 2 [4.0] * 12 [24.0] * 35 [70.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female ** 1 [3.7]  ** 2 [7.4] ** 7 [25.9] * 16 [59.3] ** 1 [3.7] 

FO-bgd ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [3.6] ** 7 [25.0] * 20 [71.4] ** 0 [0.0] 

Table 4.13: (FPS) Danish Skills Prior to School 

 

11. Should children learn the Faroese pronunciation of Danish in schools? 

1.2.2 discussed the difficulties that the prescriptive nature of Faroese dictionaries can 

cause. In this question, the word framburður was used for ópronunciationô. The term is 

the first offered in both Skála et al.ôs 1992 and Skála and Mikkelsenôs 2007(a) English-

Faroese dictionaries. Although it was not foreseen, either by myself or proof-readers, 

that this choice would present difficulties, one respondent underlined the term and 

marked it with a question mark. Hindsight suggests that Fa. úttala, related to Da. udtale, 

might have been a preferable alternative. Nevertheless, Føroysk orðabók (J.H.W. 

Poulsen et al. 1998), the only monolingual Faroese dictionary, and Skála and Mikkelsen 

(2007b) mark úttala with the (tlm.) abbreviation (talumál, óspoken languageô). As only 

one respondent appeared troubled by the term ï others, of course, may have guessed the 

meaning, deduced it from the context or consulted a dictionary themselves ï it seems 

fair to presume that the results are valid. 

 The responses are given in Table 4.14. The youngest and oldest bands agree that 

Faroese pronunciation of Danish should be taught alongside the metropolitan variety. A 
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slight majority of respondents in the middle band, however, envisage no place for Print-

Danish in schools. 

 

 Yes, both Yes, instead No Inv. N/R 

All  150 [50.5] * 16 [5.4] 122 [41.1] ** 1 [0.3] ** 8 [2.7] 

FO-bgd * 58 [56.9] ** 6 [5.9] * 35 [34.3] ** 0 [0.0] ** 3 [2.9] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 40 [60.6] ** 3 [4.5] * 21 [31.8] ** 0 [0.0] ** 2 [3.0] 

Male * 20 [64.5] ** 2 [6.5] ** 8 [25.8] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [3.2] 

Female * 20 [57.1] ** 1 [2.9] * 13 [37.1] ** 0 [0.0]  ** 1 [2.9] 

FO-bgd * 17 [81.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 4 [19.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

 

41-60 

All  * 62 [40.5] * 10 [6.5] * 77 [50.3] ** 1 [0.7] ** 3 [2.0] 

Male * 32 [42.1]  * 8 [10.5] * 35 [46.1] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [1.3] 

Female * 30 [39.5] ** 2 [2.6] * 41 [53.9] ** 1 [1.3] ** 2 [2.6] 

FO-bgd * 23 [43.4] ** 5 [9.4] * 23 [43.4] ** 0 [0.0] ** 2 [3.8] 

 

Over 60 

All  * 48 [61.5] ** 3 [3.8] * 24 [30.8] ** 0 [0.0] ** 3 [3.8] 

Male * 34 [68.0] ** 2 [4.0] * 13 [26.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [2.0] 

Female * 13 [48.1] ** 1 [3.7]  * 11 [40.7] ** 0 [0.0] ** 2 [7.4] 

FO-bgd * 18 [64.3] ** 1 [3.6] ** 8 [28.6] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [3.6] 

Table 4.14: (FPS) The Faroese Pronunciation of Danish in Schools 

 

12. Do you think that books that are written in Danish by Faroese authors should 

be translated into Faroese? 

As 2.4.1 identified, most post-colonial studies relating to the Faroes have focused on the 

authorship of J.F. Jacobsen and Heinesen, who both wrote in Danish. Table 4.15 depicts 

the opinions of the respondents on whether Danish-language works by Faroese authors 

should be translated into Faroese.183 The majority of all respondents, in all categories, 

feel that this should be done. These majorities decrease for the older bands, with some 

35.9% in the Over 60 category feeling that the works should not be translated. 

Differences among female respondents are, however, less pronounced. 

 

 Yes No Inv. N/R 

All  215 [72.4] * 75 [25.3] ** 1 [0.3] ** 6 [2.0] 

FO-bgd * 77 [75.5]  * 21 [20.6] ** 1 [1.0] ** 3 [2.9] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 53 [80.3] * 12 [18.2] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [1.5] 

                                                                 
183

 Jacobsenôs Barbara and the majority of Heinesenôs novels ï with the notable exception of Det gode 

håb (1964) ï exist in Faroese translation. 
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Male * 28 [90.3] * ** 3 [9.7] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female * 25 [71.4] * * 9 [25.7] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [2.9] 

FO-bgd * 16 [76.2] * * 4 [19.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 1 [4.8] 

 

41-60 

All  114 [74.5] * 35 [22.9] ** 1 [0.7] ** 3 [2.0] 

Male * 63 [82.9] * 12 [15.8] ** 1 [1.3] ** 0 [0.0] 

Female * 50 [65.8] * 23 [30.3] ** 0 [0.0] ** 3 [3.9] 

FO-bgd * 41 [77.4] * * 9 [17.0] ** 1 [1.9] ** 2 [3.8] 

 

Over 60 

All  * 48 [61.5] * 28 [35.9] ** 0 [0.0] ** 2 [2.6] 

Male * 27 [54.0] * 21 [42.0] ** 0 [0.0] ** 2 [4.0] 

Female * 20 [74.1] * * 7 [25.9] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

FO-bgd * 20 [71.4] * * 8 [28.6] ** 0 [0.0] ** 0 [0.0] 

Table 4.15: (FPS) Danish-Writing Faroese Authors in Translation 

 

4.3.6 Data 4: Danish in Society 

13. Can one be Faroese without speaking Faroese? 

Q.13 (Table 4.16) explores the connection between national identity and language. 

When all respondents are taken together, those who believe that one can be Faroese 

without being able to speak Faroese are the slightly smaller group (47.8% óyesô, against 

49.5% ónoô), but the subcategories show certain patterns in the responses according to 

age and gender: older respondents are more likely to find Faroese language skills 

important for Faroese identity, whereas younger respondents see this as marginally less 

important. Regarding gender, this trend is much more pronounced among male 

respondents (a óyesô range of 36.0 ï 67.7%): the female range is much smaller (37.1 ï 

48.1%), and actually bucks the general trend across the age bands. 

 

 Yes No N/R 

All  142 [47.8] 147 [49.5] * 8 [2.7] 

FO-bgd * 51 [50.0] * 49 [48.0] * 2 [2.0] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 34 [51.5] * 30 [45.5] * 2 [3.0] 

Male * 21 [67.7] * 10 [32.3] * 0 [0.0] 

Female * 13 [37.1] * 20 [57.1] * 2 [5.7] 

FO-bgd * 11 [52.4] * 10 [47.6] * 0 [0.0] 

 

41-60 

All  * 76 [49.7] * 73 [47.7] * 4 [2.6] 

Male * 39 [51.3] * 35 [46.1] * 2 [2.6] 

Female * 36 [47.4] * 38 [50.0] * 2 [2.6] 

FO-bgd * 29 [54.7] * 23 [43.4] * 1 [1.9] 

 

Over 60 

All  * 32 [41.0] * 44 [56.4] * 2 [2.6] 
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Male * 18 [36.0] * 31 [62.0] * 1 [2.0] 

Female * 13 [48.1] * 13 [48.1] * 1 [3.7] 

FO-bgd * 11 [39.3] * 16 [57.1] * 1 [3.6] 

Table 4.16: (FPS) Faroese Language and Faroese Identity 

 

14. Do you think that Danes who live in the Faroes should learn Faroese? 

As Table 4.17 demonstrates, the vast majority of Tórshavn respondents in all categories 

believe that Danes living in the Faroes should learn Faroese. Generally, male 

respondents appear marginally less likely to hold this view. Three of those respondents 

who answer óyesô feel it only necessary for Danes to learn to understand Faroese, not to 

speak it. 

 

 Yes No Inv. N/R 

All  264 [88.9] * 28 [9.4] * 2 [0.7] * 3 [1.0] 

FO-bgd * 88 [86.3] 12 [11.8] * 2 [2.0] * 0 [0.0] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 57 [86.4] * 8 [12.1] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [1.5] 

Male * 25 [80.6] * 6 [19.4] * 0 [0.0] * 0 [0.0] 

Female * 32 [91.4] * * 2 [5.7] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [2.9] 

FO-bgd * 19 [90.5] * * 2 [9.5] * 0 [0.0] * 0 [0.0] 

 

41-60 

All  137 [89.5] * 13 [8.5] * 2 [1.3] * 1 [0.7] 

Male * 67 [88.2] * * 7 [9.2] * 2 [2.6] * 0 [0.0] 

Female * 69 [90.8] * * 6 [7.9] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [1.3] 

FO-bgd * 43 [81.1] * 8 [15.1] * 2 [3.8] * 0 [0.0] 

 

Over 60 

All  * 70 [89.7] * * 7 [9.0] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [1.3] 

Male * 43 [86.0] * 6 [12.0] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [2.0] 

Female * 26 [96.3] * * 1 [3.7] * 0 [0.0] * 0 [0.0] 

FO-bgd * 26 [92.9] * * 2 [7.1] * 0 [0.0] * 0 [0.0] 

Table 4.17: (FPS) Whether Resident Danes Should Learn Faroese 

 

Q.15 asks the respondents whether it is possible to live óa good lifeô in the Faroes 

without being able to speak Faroese, while Q.16 asks the same about Danish. óA good 

lifeô was deliberately left undefined: it was up to the respondent to decide what this 

constitutes. Only one respondent questioned the meaning of the phrase. 

 

15. Is it possible to live a good life in the Faroes without speaking Faroese? 

As Table 4.18 demonstrates, the vast majority of respondents in all categories ï 

including the FO-bgd respondents ï consider it possible to live a good life in the Faroes 
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without being able to speak Faroese. Older respondents are also more prone to 

underplay the importance of Faroese. In the lower age bands, female respondents are 

more likely to find a knowledge of Faroese important for living óa good lifeô than male.  

 

 Yes No Inv. N/R 

All  246 [82.8] 46 [15.5] * 1 [0.3] * 4 [1.3] 

FO-bgd * 85 [83.3]  15 [14.7] * 1 [1.0] * 1 [1.0] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 54 [81.8] 11 [16.7] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [1.5] 

Male * 28 [90.3] ** 3 [9.7] * 0 [0.0] * 0 [0.0] 

Female * 26 [74.3] * 8 [22.9] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [2.9] 

FO-bgd * 18 [85.7] * 3 [14.3] * 0 [0.0] * 0 [0.0] 

 

41-60 

All  118 [77.1] 32 [20.9] * 1 [0.7] * 2 [1.3] 

Male * 62 [81.6] 12 [15.8] * 1 [1.3] * 1 [1.3] 

Female * 56 [73.7] 19 [25.0] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [1.3]  

FO-bgd * 41 [77.4] 11 [20.8] * 1 [1.9] * 0 [0.0] 

 

Over 60 

All  * 74 [94.9] * 3 [3.8] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [1.3] 

Male * 47 [94.0]  * 2 [4.0] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [2.0] 

Female * 26 [96.3] * 1 [3.7] * 0 [0.0] * 0 [0.0] 

FO-bgd * 26 [92.9] * 1 [3.6] * 0 [0.0] * 1 [3.6] 

Table 4.18: (FPS) Quality of Life without Faroese 

 

16. Is it possible to live a good life in the Faroes without speaking Danish? 

Table 4.19 is surprisingly similar to Table 4.18: the vast majority of respondents in all 

categories believe it possible to live a good life on the islands without a knowledge of 

Danish. Interestingly, and perhaps somewhat unexpectedly in relation to Table 4.18, 

female respondents are more likely to consider knowledge of Danish important for óa 

good lifeô than their male counterparts. 

 

 Yes No N/R 

All  248 [83.5] * 44 [14.8] * 5 [1.7] 

FO-bgd * 86 [84.3] * 14 [13.7] * 2 [2.0] 

 

40 and under 

All  * 58 [87.9] * 7 [10.6] * 1 [1.5] 

Male * 29 [93.5] ** 2 [6.5] * 0 [0.0] 

Female * 29 [82.9] * 5 [14.3] * 1 [2.9] 

FO-bgd 21 [100.0] ** 0 [0.0] * 0 [0.0] 

 

41-60 

All  124 [81.0] 27 [17.6] * 2 [1.3] 

Male * 68 [89.5] ** 7 [9.2] * 1 [1.3] 




