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[SPEAKER_01] 

Welcome back to another episode of Challenging Nordic Innocence, a podcast series 
that scrutinizes the depiction of the Nordic region as particularly benevolent, egalitarian, 
or green. 

Through a series of conversations, we aim to make an online archive that combines a 
catalog of critical scholarship and activist accounts seeking to undo this master 
narrative. 

My name is Anders Riel Müller, or Song Yeon-Jun in Korea. 

and I'm an associate professor in city and regional planning at the University of 
Stavanger and a member of the research group Social and Spatial Justice. 

This podcast is a collaboration between the Social and Spatial Justice research group 
here at UIS and the Center for Sustainable Futures at the University of Copenhagen. 

My co-host today is Signe Skjoldborg Brieghel, who is a postdoctoral researcher at the 
Saxo Institute at the University of Copenhagen and affiliated with the Center for 
Sustainable Futures at the University of Copenhagen. 

Signe is standing in for my usual co-host, Sebastian Lundsteen Nielsen, because today 
Sebastian is our interview subject. 

He is in the hot seat. 

This podcast is a work in progress where we try out new formats to see what works best. 

And so we have decided to do a string of podcasts a little bit differently by inviting in a 
scholar to discuss their work. 

And today we will be discussing topics from Sebastian's PhD dissertation on 
environmental justice. 

This is a thesis he defended this summer. 

Sebastian holds a PhD in environmental history from the Greenhouse Center for 
Environmental Humanities at the University of Stavanger. 

His PhD research focused on toxic waste, chemical pollution and environmental justice 
in Denmark and beyond. 

Taking a particular interest in one of the longest running pollution cases in modern 
Danish history, that of the chemical company Cheminova. 



Today, we will focus particularly on Sebastian's work with the concept of shadow places. 

But before we start, I just want to give Signe an opportunity to properly introduce herself, 
because this is the first time you're hosting a podcast. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

Yes, thank you so much, and thanks so much for having me and for giving me the 
opportunity to talk to you both today about this really interesting research topic that I've 
had the pleasure of talking to Sebastian about for many times, so very excited about 
that. 

I am a postdoc, as you mentioned, with the Center for Sustainable Futures at the 
University of Copenhagen, Saxo Institute, and am an ethnologist by training. 

So I work both ethnographically and with cultural history. 

So both kind of contemporary stuff and archival material. 

And my research interests kind of are located in the nexus of... 

agro-industrial landscape and land use and kind of livestock farming, crop and plant, 
co-species histories, that sort of thing. 

And a kind of general interest that I have is in kind of questions to do with how historical 
landscapes and the various species that inhabit them 

how they kind of come to matter in green transition policies and practices. 

So how do we kind of encounter these histories in the current dilemmas that 
characterize basically the current landscapes? 

And in Denmark, which is a kind of heavily farmed, very domesticated, very industrial, 
very little wild nature left, those histories are very obvious, but also come about in 
various kind of ways. 

interesting ways. 

So I try to kind of bring environmental history, cultural history to bear on kind of 
contemporary issues of green transition. 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

Thank you so much, Signe. 

I think we have to get you on the podcast at some other point. 



 

[SPEAKER_00] 

Yes, I would love to. 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

Today you're the host, so we will focus on Sebastian's work. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

Yes. 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

And maybe to start off, Sebastian, could you give a short introduction to how you 
became interested in the case of Cheminova? 

And one thing that I was wondering about, was it an interest that you had in Cheminova 
from the beginning, or was it more that this company sort of represented something 
specific that you were interested in? 

 

[SPEAKER_02] 

Thank you, Arne. 

So basically, my way into... 

to Cheminova and its multiple cases of pollution and contamination actually came from 
another field site. 

So I was doing my MA, I attended some anthropology classes where I did some field 
work because basically 

in the University of Copenhagen, I couldn't really get that much sort of courses on 
environmental history. 

So I had to look at, you know, environmental themes and concepts and topics to other 
places. 

And anthropology in Copenhagen has like a very sort of like a rich tradition of 
environmental anthropology. 



And I took a course which kind of explored Amager Fælled, which is a site in 
Copenhagen. 

which has recently become a heavily disputed site between environmental activists, but 
also real estate developers and so on. 

And I was doing fieldwork there with a part of sort of like an activist group and we had 
like this workshop and I really sort of like vividly recall it was sort of like in the wintertime 
and we were sitting in the workshop and 

And this very sort of like important figure in the movement, in the general movement, but 
also in a smaller sub movement that I was doing fieldwork in, he kind of... He's a very 
sort of like a very... 

talkative, but also a very sort of like, he takes in a lot of space. 

And he was like, you know, not testing me, but just like asking me a lot of different 
questions and, you know, anthropology, but also I said I had like a history background 
and so on. 

And he was like, okay, so you know, which is, I guess, is translated into sort of like the 
breakwater number 42, which is a coastal construction. 

And 

And I did not know what a “høfte” was and what number 42 was either. 

But I remember like going home that evening after the workshop and kind of make a note 
on my phone, like an audio recording where I said like, oh, you need to sort of like 
remember this høfte for later. 

And so I went about doing my MA and writing my dissertation, which on a different 
subject, but 

um i can't i kind of returned to this sort of like…it was very sort of mysterious and i found 
out that it actually related related to Cheminova and Cheminova is super um um well 
known in Danish sort of like history in in mainstream history it's been very sort of like um 
in the 1980s been very sort of like um 

popularized, I mean, some of the greatest rock bands and poets have sort of made 
songs about the company. 

It became known as the corporate polluter in Denmark. 

Numerous articles kind of calls it the Bhopal of Denmark or the Chernobyl of Denmark, 
which kind of puts it into perspective. 

Of course, it's not the same, but it had like the same importance within the national 
context. 



So I became really, really interested in Cheminova and, you know, doing developing my 
PhD project, like trying to make some sort of like a coherent pitch. 

I was really interested, but also provoked by the lack of research done on Cheminova. 

Both like I mean, so a lot of sort of like natural sciences have sort of like made a lot of 
investigations in terms of looking at the contamination and so on. 

But no humanities, no social sciences, no other kind of human cultural political 
explorations have been made. 

The only material that I could find that kind of alluded to it was sort of like 

journalistic investigative efforts and so on. 

And I guess it says a lot about sort of like the state of Denmark and Danish research and 
critical research within the national boundaries, where I thought that Cheminova was a 
one-off. 

But during my PhD, I also found that other cases, Grindsted Værket, and so on, has also 
been kind of neglected intellectually. 

So I guess that sums up my way into it. 

And in terms of environmental justice, I mean, I would love to say that I was super 
interested in environmental justice, but I wasn't. 

I mean, it was a specific call for a PhD at the Greenhouse which said, you can either 
choose more than human, multi-species kind of history, or you can choose 
environmental justice. 

And back then I knew political ecology, but I had no idea what environmental justice 
was. 

So thinking about it, like engaging with that field, it resonated a lot with the things that I 
wanted to do, more than multi-species histories. 

Although I would say as my PhD, sort of like as I did my PhD, recent research have really 
been looking into kind of this nexus between justice perspective and the more than 
human world. 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

Thanks. 

Maybe just for the people who don't know Cheminova that well, could you just very 
briefly explain what Cheminova is, what kind of company it is, the history, and then we 
can move on to some of the more conceptual questions. 



 

[SPEAKER_02] 

Yeah, so basically Cheminova is a chemical company, one of the largest producers of 
pesticides in Scandinavia. 

It produces a particular brand called organophosphates and Parathion, that's the brand 
actually. 

So the chemical family is called organophosphates and it's a highly toxic pesticide. 

And they've produced it since the Second World War. 

So the company was established in 1938 and it was located in Copenhagen or just 
outside of Copenhagen. 

And the early years was kind of like similar to other chemical companies. 

They would like making bits and pieces, like looking for market opportunities. 

But it was actually after the Second World War that 

They, due to a chain of events, got really, really interested in these organophosphates. 

So organophosphates as a chemical and as a pesticide was developed by Nazi Germany 
as a chemical weapon by the infamous chemist Gerhard Schrader. 

And it has been also used as pesticides. 

So Sarin, which Saddam Hussein used, Putin uses it for assassination. 

The Salisbury murders is organophosphate. 

But it's also very sort of like... 

familiar to a lot of people as Roundup or Glyphosate, which Cheminova also produces. 

And so the history of the company is also very tied up to Aarhus University. 

So just during the Second World War, at the end of the Second World War, the company 
was donated to the university who set up a research fund called AUFF, Aarhus University 
Research Fund. 

And so basically, Aarhus University controlled Cheminova until 2014 until it was sold for 
a lot of money, multi billions to an American corporation. 

And I might add here also that even though, so Cheminova have always had like these 
enormous aspirations, these intentions of and ambitions of being a global company. 

So they've been like an exporting company really, really bad on that, which has kind of 
scaled their production in many ways. 



So it was based and it was sort of like the first factory was in Copenhagen. 

But after they began producing those pesticides, they were kind of forced out of 
Copenhagen due to massive pollution spreading all over the area. 

Litigations, accusations, trials, just increased public pressure. 

It's kind of... 

made the move and they wanted to move to the, initially they threatened to move to 
abroad, to another country with less strict regulation, but they decided on moving to the 
second best, which was on the western coast of Jutland, where they, according to the 
founder, could be left alone. 

He also stated, like in those familiar tropes of colonization, that it was sort of like there 
was nobody who lived there. 

It was kind of a terra nullius. 

So they were kind of not allowed to pollute in Copenhagen, but allowed to pollute on the 
Western Shore. 

And they're still in operation today and they're still placed in the same place. 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

Signe, go ahead. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

Yeah, I just, I think it was such a pleasure reading again your wonderful text, Sebastian, 
and I was wondering, I was really struck by this very familiar trope, right, of kind of this 
center periphery kind of development, progress, all of these different, in Denmark, very 
much state-driven narratives that kind of 

that bring these various forms of, in this case, toxicity to all kinds of landscapes. 

But I want to push you a little bit on this discussion that you enter into about the shadow 
places and in what ways we can see this kind of western shore, this paradise, this 
would-be paradise that you also mentioned, 

how we can see that through the lens of kind of shadow places, as I read Plumwood, at 
least. 

So what I want to kind of push you on a little bit is this notion that 



the kind of openness, the perceived emptiness, as you also mentioned, of this kind of 
the western coast of Denmark, this kind of this nowhereness, that it's being constructed 
as a means to make possible 

an increased production of pesticides, and that this, in a sense, primarily, at least, has 
negative consequences for the local environment. 

And the reason that I want to kind of... I want you to think with me a little bit about the 
kind of... the bads and the goods of this kind of development and progress trope that's 
going on here is because, as I know, kind of post-World War... 

Danish state-making and kind of welfare state-making, shouldn't we also take into 
account the idea that what is also going on is actually not just the construction of a 
shadow place, but the attempt to 

I guess, turn Western Jutland from, like, to transform that from a shadow place, in a 
sense, into actually a habitable place, you know, a place that is viable for kind of modern 
life or modern society with every, you know, aspect required for that to be so. 

So, you know, kind of... 

I guess, the kind of the growth of the city infrastructure, kind of, you know, better 
schools, better life. 

Right. 

For everyone. 

This is a kind of historically impoverished region of Denmark that has been at the time of 
Cheminova. 

kind of growth in this area and movement to this area, a time that's been kind of 
systematically disinvested in, that's been kind of left to, you know, smolder is perhaps 
the wrong word, but to kind of, you know, it hasn't been on the state radar kind of. 

And so what I'm curious to know is, can we kind of integrate like these issues of 

Like, can we think about issues of frontier making, which I agree is very much the case 
here, but to kind of think about that and this issue of wanting to improve something, 
wanting to do good, ironically, through, you know, toxicity and kind of chemical 
pollution, but wanting to do good also by an impoverished region to improve that issue. 

Do you know where I'm trying to go with this? 

How do we balance both of these without using the notion of wanting to improve a 
region with everything that comes with that, without using that as an excuse for 
pollution? 

That's not where I'm trying to go with this. 



I'm trying to invite you to think with me a little bit about the 

Yeah, I guess about the kind of the other end of that kind of spectrum that has to do with 
this perceived paradise, this emptiness being also a shadow place before and then kind 
of transitioning also. 

At least that was, I guess I'm asking, wasn't that also part of the agenda? 

 

[SPEAKER_02] 

Yeah. 

Yeah, I mean, so I think like one thing that I have to make like super clear is also I don't I 
think it's a very sort of like dangerous path for me as a historian to go in and and be sort 
of like, you know, to to judge 

you know, with the eyes of history, like were they evil or not and so on. 

So I'm really trying to stay away from that kind of road or that trajectory. 

But I think what you're describing is also like what I also find like super interesting that 
when Cheminova kind of makes this move from Copenhagen to Western Jutland, it's 
also like in a very sort of 

historical important moment in Danish history. 

I mean, it's just after the Second World War, the economy is recovering. 

You know, there's not so much money going in. 

You also have like a huge leap towards sort of like American influence, the Marshall Plan 
and so on. 

So actually what happens there, or sort of like in my interpretation, is also they, of 
course, they bring a substantial amount of wealth. 

A lot of things happen because of Cheminova. 

I mean, so some of the first roads, they construct sewer facilities, 

telephones the first school they built like parts of a town they really kind of developed 
this this um this area uh to a certain extent um and the founder of Cheminova, Gunnar 
Andreasen and was a chemical engineer but really also a politician in many ways 
develops this plan this large political plan called um the the future or the regional 
development plan um which is kind of 

you know, speaks into this modernity vibe that is really going on there. 

So like in the 50s and the 60s, this is the rollout of the welfare state. 



And Cheminova can be seen as sort of like a proponent or part of that, or they want to 
portray themselves as a part of that. 

And I think sort of like if you look at it in a regional sense, and you're also, of course, very, 
very right in terms of 

You know, it speaks into sort of like this, you know, this larger rollout, as I said before, of 
the welfare state, which, I mean, it does not happen, you know, at once. 

It happens sort of like step by step and usually sort of like it spreads out from the urban 
censors or the political censors. 

to the more desolate or not desolate, but the more sort of like peripheral places. 

What Cheminova actually does at that point, you know, is kind of like leapfrog that kind 
of process where they come in with like a lot of money. 

They also attract like a lot of engineers and a lot of sort of like skilled people. 

But what we're really talking about here, in my opinion, is also like 

It's a lot of power, like hardcore political power, intellectual power, financial power that 
is at stake there. 

And you have like I have like one local politician who kind of states that, you know, I don't 
know very much about pollution, but I know a lot about economy, meaning that he was 
sort of like this. 

This means jobs. 

So, you know, in terms of like that kind of shadow place, 

framing, they kind of go in and try to develop, you know, that place out of being, I guess, 
what would be conceived or interpreted as a shadow place. 

But if we look very, very closely to the dynamics of Cheminova, then, you know, a local 
community is not just a local community. 

Not everyone was included in Cheminova. 

So so you have like suddenly you actually have and you can see this very, very 
historically. 

And this is what I think is the power of using history and anthropology or ethnology sort 
of like have the historical background, but also being there in the present landscape and 
the current political situation. 

You can see like a lot of those tensions just unfolding, like historical discrepancies 

They were there a little bit before, but like super accelerated by Cheminova. 



So you have like on the peninsula, it's like a small strip of land. 

And on the center of the land, you have Cheminova. 

On the northern strip, you find Thyborøn, which is like a historical fishing village. 

And that fishing village has been, you know, in the 1950s and the 60s, you see like this 
declining fishing industry, a stronger industrialization of the fishing industry, but also, 
you know, leaving a lot of people with not very much... I wouldn't call them poor. 

I would say that they don't have that much money. 

So they kind of... 

you know, have like this economy where they make some money, but they also add from, 
you know, local fishing and so on. 

And then to the south, you have Harboøre Tange. 

And Harboøre Tange is known for its like very deep Christian religious roots, but also that 
it's called like Cheminova town and Cheminova built like a lot of parts of the town there. 

And it was just filled with Cheminova people. 

And you see a substantial amount of wealth actually flowing to Harboøre Tange and to 
Lemvig, which are the two larger towns, while not very many people worked at 
Cheminova in the fishing town. 

So you actually also see a discrepancy where you have people... Because... 

To be fair, they paid a really, really good salary. 

They had their own doctors. 

They had their own kind of nursery homes, like kindergartens and so on. 

So they kind of took care of the people who worked at the factory. 

So those people would also have like a substantial amount of money, which would make 
them, you know, able to buy different kind of food, perhaps processed food, go in the 
supermarket, perhaps a little bit of luxury. 

While the people in Thyborøn north of, they would like, 

still, you know, eat the local fish, that would just be contaminated too. 

So the shadow place, you know, you can see it. 

And I think that's also like one of the points with Plumwood is also like you can see it like 
as a trans-regional thing, but you can also like look at it in different scales and see how, 
you know, inequalities or developments 



Wherever it is, it's not a uniform or a hegemonic thing. 

Development is always uneven, hits uneven, privileges someone and disenfranchises 
other people. 

And I think that's also like when we talk about development, we talk about like, you 
know, a very, very general term. 

But I think also there's like this... 

Perhaps we should pay, and I think I do that to a certain extent, pay a little bit more 
attention to what development, who projects the development, who facilitates the 
development. 

But also there's a distinction between developer and the development team. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

Right. 

Thanks. 

Well, yes, I agree. 

But the reason I'm kind of curious to know more about how you see this issue is because 
to me, it seems that the way you write about it and the way you talk about it now, and the 
reason I'm also interested... 

um in this is because it shows pollution as a kind of structure of the welfare state right it 
shows how pollution works through the welfare state and vice versa and that's the kind 
of i think that's really key um to understanding both the kind of the spread of pollution 
but also the kind of inability to really kind of get to the core of the problem here because 
it's 

It suffuses kind of with the very infrastructure that it also, you know, pays for the 
modernization of society and kind of suffuses those same structures as well, making it 
extremely difficult to kind of pinpoint. 

There it is. 

Like, that's what we should be doing. 

you know, critical against or, yeah, towards. 

So I think it made me think of a concept recently coined or a few years ago coined by 
Frida Hastrup from our department as well and Marianne Lien the Norwegian 
anthropologist. 



They talk about welfare frontier, right? 

This notion that in the North, frontier making has historically been tied to notions of kind 
of democratic ideals and, like, egalitarianism and, 

all of these ideals of the welfare state have been variously piled into these extractivist, 
capitalist processes of frontier making. 

And that kind of is specific to the Nordic region somehow and specific to making frontier 
making in particular seem almost benign at times. 

And I'd say that kind of 

benign notion of wanting also to improve an impoverished part of a nation that has, you 
know, from an agrarian political economy that has poor soils and perhaps, you know, 
cannot really keep up with the competition in the way the markets developed, all of 
these different things. 

Fishing as a kind of, the fishing industry as a kind of particular economy that's also, you 
know, 

kind of fluctuates and that is prone to, you know, all kinds of downfall that make this 
area historically prone also to the state being interested to kind of invest variously in it. 

And all of those issues, I would say, are also entangled with this way that pollution and 
chemical entities become kind of embedded in the landscape and become like, you 
know, 

good and bad at the same time. 

And I agree very much with your stance that it's dangerous territory to kind of charter 
into. 

 

[SPEAKER_02] 

But I think also like just to what I think was really sort of interesting for me to think with 
was also sort of like this relationship between the welfare state and Cheminova, which is 
kind of a huge, you know, powerful entity in that area. 

And what 

What I also see and what I see today is also like this idea of dependency. 

Like there's both like a lot of nostalgia going on, but there's also like Kimonova took on, 
you know, a lot of the sort of like what we would consider the welfare state, like, you 
know, the tasks of the welfare state or some of the institutions. 

They kind of like... 



took over that and that was because there was like this kind of vacuum or like it was a 
powerful actor who could you know be a state within the state and of course states are 
never fully inclusive it also includes other people and I think it's a very good sort of like 
this idea about that pollution works through the welfare state I haven't really thought so 
much about it but I think it's a very good very good point 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

All right. 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

Yeah, just to try to think with this also, I think that's also something we have discussed 
because of the work I'm doing now with Georgia that we had on the episode last time 
about frontier making and the welfare state. 

And I think that there is also a tendency to sort of represent history as sort of like the 
frontier first as... 

as a wild, unruly place where everything can happen and people can do whatever they 
want, where I think we have to, as Signe also mentioned, the state is part of that frontier 
making all the time, right? 

And especially in the sort of Nordic welfare state context. 

And that the welfare state very often is the driver of 

of some of these frontier processes. 

I don't know if you have anything to say to that. 

 

[SPEAKER_02] 

Yeah, I think that's also, I mean, I've been thinking a lot about whether the welfare state 
is able to handle or negotiate 

pollution or sort of like, you know, protect us from a potentially harmful environment by, 
you know, industrial actors. 

And like looking at it historically, you know, it's basically just a long process of state 
industry relationship that kind of protects its own interests. 

And, you know, I think also there can be some sort of like 

it can be kind of generative to also think about other ways that the welfare state can be. 



So I think it has been, to a large extent, very successful in selling the idea of eternal 
progress and so on. 

But I think also that it is deeply, deeply dependent on... 

economic growth. 

And this is like the idea of the welfare state or the idea of happiness or the idea of the 
good life is very much sort of like conflated with economic growth. 

And I think that to a large extent is what 

allows and tolerates pollution. 

But I think in that same moment, I think also if we should think with sort of like these 
socio-technical imaginaries of like, how can it be otherwise? 

I think also that the welfare state can be a place where we can kind of negotiate these 
values and see and sort of like the development or sort of like the linearity of 

you know, a potential utopian welfare state, we can trouble that. 

But we can also say like, okay, the welfare state is also a place where we can redefine 
these values to say that maybe it's not growth. 

Maybe the welfare state should be about 

working a little less, you know, and try to think like what other kinds of project could be 
thought about in the welfare state. 

And it has been like in the 60s, in the 70s, the welfare state was also a place for utopian 
thought. 

So I think there can also be some sort of like... 

speculative, but like political projects where we can reformulate what the good life 
means, which is not about economic growth, because as we have seen, it's completely 
unsustainable, both socially, culturally and environmentally. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

I think that sounds really promising. 

Maybe we could end on that note. 

I'd like to track back a little bit, though, to the still kind of fraught aspects of the welfare 
state and to kind of think through this a little bit more, because you mentioned 
something in the article that really puzzled me and that I thought was really interesting 
and that really resonated with some other stuff that I've been reading, which is this this. 



You recall, you observe in your piece that you write wasting as a technique of power, 
right? 

And that really resonated, I think, with Michelle Murphy's arguments about gaslighting as 
kind of inherent to kind of large-scale industrial schemes of pollution and to this whole 
kind of paradigm of the permission to pollute kind of idea. 

Yeah. 

Moment in time that we've been in for some time, I think. 

But the point I want to get at is, can we think about like, can we stay with this notion of 
the welfare state as a kind of particular place to think through then? 

Like, what would that mean in a Danish setting? 

Is that a different mode of thinking? 

like, is that a different set of power techniques? 

Do they, are they performed differently? 

Are they kind of, do they tie on to different kinds of state-making projects then compared 
to, I guess she would be writing about US, Canada, North American power relations, 
right? 

I just, just to kind of give an overview of what I'm, or to kind of outline what I'm, what I'm 
thinking about, I, 

Recently, after the well, just before, I guess, the U.S. 

elections a few weeks back, the New York Times kind of published an article where they 
described that like seven out of ten, seven in ten Americans, I think, are really skeptical 
towards the political system and believe that it is wholly corrupt. 

So more than half of all Americans completely distrust the political system. 

And I was just thinking about how in Denmark, and I'm supposing very much in Sweden 
and Norway as well, the reverse would be true, right? 

We are often confronted with truths that have to do with the high level of trust that we 
very much, you know, regard politicians. 

I mean, we might be tired of, you know, hearing them complain, and we don't necessarily 
enjoy listening to politicians speak all the time, but we trust that what they say is true. 

That they're law-abiding and that they kind of do what they have and that they follow the 
rules and all of that. 

So we don't distrust the system. 



And then I was thinking, what is the system then? 

What is the welfare system in that regard? 

Well, it's both... 

This place of high regulation in Denmark, this is also something that kind of 
characterizes the Danish state is kind of thorough, very, you know, high levels of 
regulation that are mandatory to follow and that are kind of seen as something that 
industries variously profile themselves with when marketing their products that 

They come from a place of high regulation. 

And then on the other hand, you have this large public sector would also be specific of 
the Danish system. 

So I'm just wondering, like, what does that then do if we accept this notion that there is 
some sense of gaslighting going on when the state, when the politicians are telling us 
that the... 

pollution that we encounter, say, in Høfte 42 or any other kind of local place around the 
Cheminova factory isn't true, that we can't kind of be, like, that we can't expect as 
citizens to be able to do anything about it and that everything is essentially, you know, 
happening according to the rules, nothing illegal is going on, in a sense, gaslighting. 

But differently then, or what? 

I mean, I think it's really interesting to think about, like, 

To do a kind of comparative analysis of the kinds of gaslighting, if any, we can see 
occurring in Denmark, inspired by this notion of kind of wasting and polluting as power 
techniques and as perhaps revolving around notions of gaslighting as is very clear, I 
think, in a U.S. 

setting, for example, gaslighting. 

Do you think we can, is there work to be done here? 

And in case yes, what kind of work do you think needs to be done to kind of make this 
concept viable in a Danish setting? 

Do you see gaslighting from your field work? 

 

[SPEAKER_02] 

Yeah, of course. 

I think gaslighting is very sort of like inherent to pollution. 



And, you know, I think just talking to, like reflecting on the article and the process and 
perhaps like the reason why I wrote it, like I had like this fundamental conundrum, which 
was, 

Okay, so I was looking at this case of Cheminova and it's not even a known polluter. 

It's the most infamous, the most well-known and documented polluter in Danish history. 

And this goes back all the way to the Second World War and especially from 1950s. 

So we're talking about 70 years of pollution, like the latest case of pollution in the media. 

you know, was in April 2024. 

So it's basically an ongoing, you know, case of pollution. 

So what I was super interested was in, like, how can a company survive multiple 
accusations, multiple restrictions, multiple... 

you know um repercussions public opinion against them um you know how do you 
survive like that kind of thing especially when you are placed in a in a in a in a in a 
country like Denmark which really prides itself as a as a green and environmental uh 
front runner so that was like kind of the um the reason for me trying to write that article 
and I'm kind of 

arguing or proposing that they did it like through a series of narratives, sort of like 
excused its pollution as sort of like necessary and so on. 

But there's also like this very intimate relationship between pollution and regulation, 
which is sort of like 

They are sort of like it's kind of like a choreography where the Danish state needs to, you 
know, regulate, you know, pollution and thresholds and limits to an extent that, you 
know, it will not cause, you know, public outrage or at least not too often or too much. 

Because sort of like in the other way, the production of a threshold and the outcome of 
negotiations about thresholds are always about companies trying to, you know, having 
them to have a good business case to like to have them, you know, 

be ready or be competitive on a global market. 

So, I guess a lot of the way that we think about pollution and regulation is very much a 
relationship between industry and the authorities, and especially the Danish 
environmental authorities. 

And to give sort of like a little vignette to kind of you bringing in the US aspect about 

mistrust, distrust and then the sort of like the trust aspect in Denmark and perhaps also 
in the Nordic region. 



I was 

I was sitting one evening and I'm not lying, I'm not exaggerating, but this is actually what 
happened. 

It was doing fieldwork and I was sitting at the home of one environmentalist and it was 
evening and we were watching Flow TV, one of the Danish national television programs 
and just sitting in the living room. 

And we had a dinner where we had discussed a lot of things about Cheminova. 

And what actually comes on, you know, on the screen is like, it's Erin Brockovich. 

Like, it's Erin Brockovich. 

And I'm like, oh my God, this is crazy ethnographic moment. 

And I was kind of, you know, just like, you know, bumbling my hands and sort of like 
waiting for his reaction. 

And, you know, and I was like, okay, do you know this movie? 

And so on. 

He was like, yeah, yeah, I know it. 

I know it. 

And then he was like silent for a bit. 

And then he said like, 

I wish I lived in the US. 

And I was like, okay. 

Because, you know, in terms of research and Michelle Murphy and, you know, a bunch of 
scholars are sort of like, you have Cancer Alley, you have like all these things. 

And I was like, okay, it sounds like, you know. 

And he's aware of these things. 

So I was like, why? 

And he was like, yeah, you know, because, you know, in the US, you know, I would 
actually be able to hire a lawyer, perhaps like do some litigation. 

In Denmark, you have no sort of like, I can't, you know, go to trial. 

I can't make a lawsuit against Kim Inhofe. 

I can't make a large scale lawsuit. 



And this kind of like I was like, OK, so, you know, how do you how do you see? 

And he's like, yeah, because, you know, it's a part of the welfare state. 

And he said something similar to if the Danish EPA, if the Danish state can't protect me, 
then who can? 

And this was kind of like who falls in and who falls out of that. 

And I think that becomes very, very clear in terms of this idea of trust and mistrust. 

I mean, there's a lot of people who trust the Danish state, but I can tell you like there's a 
lot of people or there's some people who really don't trust the Danish state, who feels 
that they are like, you know, very, very aggressive, very, very discriminatory. 

And, you know, one thing is pollution, but we can also talk about immigration and so on. 

People of other color, Sami in Norway and 

and Sweden and Finland, Greenland too. 

So, although it can be sort of like a collective ideal of the Danish welfare state is 
something that's just inherently good, I think it's also like it's time that we and I think this 
podcast, of course, is about problematizing this narrative. 

Um, but also like understanding, you know, the function. 

And I think that was like super interesting in terms of Cheminova, but also, um, the 
welfare state, like the work of memory. 

I mean, the work of history, like there is like a subsequent sort of like almost insistence 
on willing to forget past, um, 

whether it be environmental, social injustices and so on. 

And, you know, this thing comes as a surprise all the time. 

And, you know, doing like... So the last... 

The last breaking news about Cheminova polluting, you know, I was contacted by a 
journalist who was sort of like, okay, can you sort of like give me a, what is the historian's 
take on this? 

And it's like, what do you mean? 

Sort of like, okay, can we learn something from history here? 

And I was like, yeah, we can learn that we have nothing learned. 



You know, like we don't, you know, or that history works in a specific way where we keep 
on telling ourselves these narratives, maybe because we want them to believe them to 
be true. 

or we fear sort of like the, the repercussions of breaking with that image. 

But I think, I think we should, I think we should be a little bit more distrustful to the state. 

And in terms, I mean, in terms of gaslighting, 

You know, I've seen it over and over and it's not just Cheminova. 

It's inherent to the very practice of monitoring and regulating, especially sewage and 
things that are not immediately sort of like understandable or visible. 

And I think like there's a lot of people who are working in with environmental, you know, 
who are environmentalists or activists and so on, who like completely who over and over 
like points to and documents the many sort of like environmental issues with a state that 
keeps on saying like, oh, yeah, but it's nothing. 

Oh, it's a matter of explanation. 

It's a matter of information deficiency. 

If only they knew. 

you know, if only they knew, you know, the full information, although it's too complex, so 
you don't want to know. 

So, I mean, so that's how, that's how these sort of like narratives is produced also. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

I think that's super interesting. 

And the Erin Brockovich point was really, I think, also such an interesting thing to think 
with because you have, as I recall that movie, it's this kind of, you know, the small 
community obviously pitted against like big capitalism, right? 

And here you have kind of the big state, but like that's also the big state that you send 
your kids to school in and that, you know, will deliver your babies and that will pave your 
roads and like make sure that you have, you know, 

sanitary this and that, and, like, running water. 

And it's just... That's a huge problem. 

That's, like, in any other case, that would be considered a kind of... What's it called? 



The... Sorry, when you have, like... Yeah, I'm trying to do... Step with my hands to 
indicate, like, a conflict of interest, right? 

That would be considered a conflict of interest that you can't have. 

Like, you can't both be polluting and then expecting people to... 

to not question it at the same time, but, but the welfare state makes that possible in its 
structure, right. 

In its kind of closeness, it's, uh, intimateness with the kind of, yeah, in, in, with people's 
lives, basically. 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

Maybe we could just jump in here because now listening to you talking and here comes 
my very Marxist take on things, but, but, but really thinking about the welfare state as, 
um, what you could say, like the, 

key institution for making capitalism being able to reproduce the conditions it needs to 
continue right so on one hand that is social reproduction it's schools it's hospitals it's 
infrastructure all the things that people desire but at the same time it's also to sort of 

I don't know how to say it clearly, but maybe mitigate, diffuse all the negative aspects of 
capitalism as well, right? 

So it's sort of like through environmental regulation, and that's always a tension that sort 
of is in the welfare state, right? 

On one hand, it has to constantly ensure the conditions for economic growth, right? 

And some of those are seen as positive as schools, health care. 

So and other things is like sort of what you can like Sebastian talks about, like 
submerged environmental problems. 

and so on. 

I don't know if that made sense, what I was trying to maybe think about when I think 
about the welfare state. 

 

[SPEAKER_02] 

No, totally. 

And I think it's also like very, very important. 



Like one eureka moment that I found out sort of like doing my research was also like, you 
know, I was developing like this kind of critical framework where sort of like, oh, yeah, so, 
you know, so the welfare state, you know, is very sort of like dependent on polluting 
companies and so on, which it is to a certain extent. 

But 

you know, the one time that there has been sort of like a true effort of remediating was in 
1981, where they found out that this chemical depot, which is buried on a beach, on the 
shoreline, it's very stupid, but, you know, 

If they found out, okay, so it's leaking, it's leaking everywhere, and they were trying to 
contain the problem, which was just basically impossible. 

But what happened when a political decision, which was so swift, so without friction, 
the only time when that happened, when they actually managed to clean up a lot of the 
chemical waste, was when the fishing industry got threatened. 

So, when the pollution was seeping to an extent that the export of fish, you know, 
because the news were kind of the pollution were leaking and the news of pollution was 
leaking to the UK, to Germany, to sort of like traditional export importing countries. 

who Denmark sort of like exported to. 

And when a larger economy got, you know, were periled by the pollution, then, you know, 
action was taken, which just basically was sort of like, well, it's not about, it's also about 
the pollution, but it's also about, it's just about the economy. 

And it makes me super sad, but also like, 

Als,o very simple in some ways, like if the pollution starts to threaten bigger economies, 
then you'll see like real changes. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

I think that's really interesting. 

And I can kind of just to tie on to kind of similar processes that I'm seeing my own field of 
agricultural land use and kind of farming. 

we're in the process of really changing radically in Denmark how we conceive of like the 
potentials of the landscapes that we have, right? 

And for the first time, politicians are kind of remotely open to like actually rethinking 
what can be done and how to kind of 

to think about the future viability of Danish landscapes. 



And one thing that's, I think, at the heart of that transition has to do with the fact that so-
called nature-based solutions have kind of entered the scene, offering new ways to 
transfer... 

basically well-worn ideals of extractivism and how to gain the most resources from any 
landscape, but to kind of transfer that from agrarian practices of crops and livestock and 
usual suspects, to kind of transfer that into a scene of carbon stocks and, you know, 
forestation and biodiversity and, you know, the things that are now becoming... 

Assets on future markets right and that investors are kind of looking to okay, how can we 
think marketability of that kind of landscape and so that's just a kind of I think that's 
going on in multiple registers and it's really interesting and also. 

frightening in a sense to see like is that really i think um calls upon us to keep 
questioning this notion of the inherent paradigm shift is that really what's going on or is 
you know what you're also talking about with kind of using history to think through these 
things 

 

[SPEAKER_02] 

Yeah, and I see sort of like also, you know, having this podcast, but like also in many 
other ways, like nowhere you have like oil extraction in Sweden, you have like mines and 
so on where, you know, it's just... 

We had like this podcast last time where sort of like the idea of good life is sort of like 
very, very, you know, associated with economic wealth, which kind of paves the way for 
extraction. 

So yeah, and sort of like this eternal scramble for sort of like selling stuff. 

everywhere it's like it's crazy but also I mean also in the same way you know make it 
marketable in ways that are better than other products because I mean so it's a welfare 
state guaranteed product you know it's filled with you know 

affluence and you know greenness and so on so there is like this this way of marketizing 
one's product uh which make makes it seem superior to other and i think that also can 
be traced at the roots of a lot of conflicts um sort of like and the will to ignore or 
remember or 

forget or silence some of the parties that kind of criticize these things. 

So, it's sort of like keeping up the appearances, which at times can seem actually quite, 
for lack of better term, comical. 

I mean, sometimes when you try to see some of these sort of like 



 

[SPEAKER_01] 

corporate heads who are sort of like pushing the the greenness and so on while they're 
just you know it's just another case of greenwashing and see how they're really 
convinced in their own project so yeah but yeah i just i just wanted to because it's really 
into maybe going back to also sort of this Nordic innocence kind of thing right because 
we have Norway promoting their oil and gas as the most climate friendly oil and gas we 
have Sweden promoting like the 

the greenest steel, Denmark, clean polluting chemicals, and the most climate-friendly 
industrial pigs. 

It's really interesting, these contradictions that are in all of these projects somehow. 

 

[SPEAKER_02] 

Yeah, and perhaps there's also a question of who are they selling this story to, right? 

I mean, the consumers, us, I mean, of course, it's targeted at a lot of different publics, 
but it's also, from my perspective, it's very easy to decode or to see through. 

So, yeah. 

But I guess also like from the perspective of Cheminova and so on, and also being like 
this exporter, I mean, really looking into this whole idea of exporting pesticides to the 
Global South is also very interesting and sort of like the discourses that kind of 
accompanies them. 

So again, sort of like pushing these chemicals 

under sort of like a more environmentally sustainable, you know, banner or narrative, 
which, you know, also in the same process kind of renders other actors as sort of like not 
green or not sort of like sustainable, which is a very sort of like interesting dichotomy. 

And you can see it came in over just like doing it over and over and over where they kind 
of like throw around with all these sort of like 

these ideas or these ways of framing their products. 

You know, don't buy Monsanto. 

It's like a huge, you know, corporate monster. 

Buy, you know, this little family company from cozy little, you know, Harboøre Tange, you 
know, or like don't buy some, you know, 



dirty product from, you know, Asia because, you know, they have no environmental 
regulations. 

Buy this, you know, little nice green product from Cheminova. 

And, you know, despite they've been over and over and over criticized, despite that they 
are lobbyists, like they lobby a lot, and especially when they've been facing criticism in 
terms of exporting their chemicals, they're like, well, maybe it's morally not, you know, 
maybe it's morally, 

Maybe it's immoral, but it's legal. 

So, you know, you have to change the system, you know, and then we will do it. 

But they are part of like a huge lobby, you know, conglomerate who keeps on sort of like 
securing those rules and regulations. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

Right. 

And also, I would say, with regards to kind of global north, global south, business-making 
strategies and kind of trajectories of marketable goods such as pesticides, there's also 
this, I think what we'll see way more of in the future, and that's definitely been on the rise 
for the past 10, 15 years, is this notion of the north as a kind of knowledge economy, 
right? 

And that 

what we do, what kind of characterizes and epitomizes, I guess, kind of the 
competencies and expertise of the Nordic region, I hope you can hear I'm very skeptical 
towards this narrative, is this high level of education and this research and development 
and all of these knowledge-making, knowledge-infused practices that we can bring to a 
supply chain 

And that, you know, just are infused with irony in a sense, because they, first of all, that 
kind of narrative and that position warrants the continued production of, you know, toxic 
pesticides and the use of toxic pesticides and the... 

And the kind of relationship between a global south that lacks regulation and that kind of 
lacks security and then a global north that has those things, but then has also the 
knowledge economy to kind of push back and to kind of to, you know, to send the 
products back. 

kind of down south uh in in a in a two-fold manner to make money basically off of that 
global difference and that's also something that's becoming increasingly 



institutionalized and something that you know Danish corporations are very speculative 
and like openly speculative about um and that's also i think something that we'll be 
seeing more of in a 

plethora of different kind of industrial sectors this whole kind of speculating in global 
downfalls basically and kind of global problems as a way to increase profitability and 
growth of Nordic products 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

I'm pretty sure Denmark is already promoting that they have 75 years of experience with 
pollution regulation and cleanup. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

Yes. 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

They can sell it to the global south. 

And that just reminds me, because I was thinking while we were talking, I think, and this 
goes back to some work I had before about the Nordic region and what brings cohesion 
to the Nordic region. 

And it's not like... 

the sort of, how do you say, cultural similarities between Denmark, Sweden, Norway, but 
it's more the Nordic region is sort of a brand to the rest of the world, right? 

That is where the cohesion comes from, is that it's a marketing brand. 

Because internally in the Nordic region, we're becoming less and less cohesive. 

but outside the Nordic region we are becoming more and more cohesive as sort of we 
are we are selling like high quality products that are safe that are good uh like for 
example also pork exports to China for example right um like these kind of yeah so 
thinking about the Nordic region more as sort of a 

marketing thing rather than anything else. 

 

[SPEAKER_02] 



But I think, yeah. 

And I think like also, I guess like also picking up from West Seen and sort of like this idea 
of shadow place and so on. 

I think Val Plumwood kind of speaks into a very sort of like a very specific relationship. 

And I think it's important also to examine 

how this relationship of shadow places, this relationship between places actually differs 
in a Scandinavian context where sort of like, okay, maybe we don't export our, you know, 
garbage, we just incinerate it, but then we export this idea of 

you know, a one-way development of like you should sort of like you should become us 
through buying our products, which kind of, you know, again, creates these these gaps of 
these distances between the developer and the developer. 

um so that's basically um something that I’m also like yeah I've been very very interested 
in but there's there was another thing that i really wanted to sort of emphasize and 
something that i became very interested doing my phd and i can't really i couldn't really 
sort of like figure out whether you know how much Cheminova was implied but i saw 
sort of like in the 70s that that became like this shift 

Um, and this talks into sort of like this green growth kind of thing, but like in the seventies 
in Denmark, basically you had like this environmental regulation, uh, which was like, like 
it was the industry's regulation, but still there were like, you know, several, um, um, 

initiatives and several things that actually happened in terms of regulating polluting 
industries. 

But what also happened was that, you know, you see like some of the greatest, the 
biggest companies, the greatest, the biggest polluters, FL Schmidt, who owns or 
controls Aaborg Portland and so on. 

Instead of going against public opinion, instead of going against politicians, they both go 
in and they negotiate these agreements. 

But they also relatively early establish the remediation companies. 

They begin to develop agreements. 

uh the technologies used for um regulating or use for diluting um the pollution, so they 
become like a kind of like a parasite a sub a sub-branch that kind of parasites on this 
new environmental paradigm which is very interesting so the polluter does not pay for its 
pollution but actually establish uh companies that earns money of the pollution that the 
polluter produces 



So instead of sort of like having a nature or having like some sort of like environment 
where you say, oh, you're not allowed to pollute, then what happens is... 

You invent a technology that you can minimize the pollution, but you can also export that 
kind of technology. 

And this is a very sort of like a pollution industrial complex that actually arises, which is 
very, very fascinating in terms of also green growth, because you can see it in today's 
Danish climate politics where you can't export a carbon tax. 

But what you can export is sort of like cutting edge technology and carbon capture and 
storage, power tweaks and so on. 

And that is, again, sort of like it all boils down to sort of like economy. 

And I've always been very terrified of economy, but I keep returning to it. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

Right. 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

You're on mute. 

Signe, do you have any last questions before we end? 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

um well none that are kind of leading towards an end i have a few that might open up 
future discussions but we can we i think we'll have to maybe do a sequel and then we 
can have those then no I've just been um it's been such fun um to talk to you about these 
things specifically that i know you've been and are still working with in multiple different 
um registers so i appreciate that very much and thank you so much for inviting me again 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

All right. 

Well, then I think we'll end here. 

Thank you so much, Sebastian and Sine. 



And hopefully, Sine, you will also come back as a host of some other podcasts or as a 
guest. 

 

[SPEAKER_00] 

Yes, I would love to. 

 

[SPEAKER_01] 

We'll see. 

Well, we're sure you will definitely come on as a guest and maybe also as a host again. 

So, thank you so much for taking your time to join this conversation and see you all next 
time. 


