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The Power of the Small


Denmark is a country that history does not remember very well. It was not a key player in a major war. It was not once one of the most powerful nations on Earth. It did not have a vast, far-reaching empire spanning several continents. These are the things history remembers. It looks fondly upon bloodshed, documenting it for generations to come. It does not record miracles. This is why Denmark is often a footnote in history. In autumn of 1943, Denmark was home to a miracle.

            When Nazi Germany invaded Denmark in April of 1940, the Danes realized that they were outclassed, overpowered, and under-equipped. Knowing that they would be easily defeated if they resisted, they chose to surrender and accept Germany’s conditions. Germany smiled upon Denmark, declaring it to be the model protectorate and the standard that all countries under occupation should strive for. However, 3 years later, when Nazi police began searching for Jews, Denmark had a choice to make. The Danes could continue their path of peaceful compliance, or they could do what they knew was right, potentially facing the wrath of the most powerful nation in Europe, and the only country they shared a land border with.

The Danish answer was swift and simple. There was no Jewish problem in Denmark.

            Over the course of the rest of the war, a risky nationwide rescue mission was carried out. Denmark was fortunate enough to be “separated by a bare ten miles of sea from the neutral Government of Sweden, the only Government to offer unconditional asylum to an entire Jewish population which was threatened by the Final Solution” (Webb), something they quickly took advantage of. Danish police refused to cooperate with the Nazis, and citizens helped to ferry hundreds of Jews across the Straits of Denmark to safety in neutral Sweden. Jews that were captured by the Nazis were usually taken to Theresienstadt Concentration Camp in Czechoslovakia, and Danish political officials managed to work out an agreement so that Danish Jews there could receive letters and care packages and would not be sent to death camps. The yellow Star of David badge was never brought to Denmark, but there are a number of legends about it, the most famous being a story that the Danish king wore one himself in sympathy. “A popular version of the legend has King Christian sporting an armband as he makes his daily morning horseback ride through the streets of Copenhagen, explaining to citizens that he wears the Star of David as a demonstration of the principal that all Danes are equal” (Bülow).

About1,500 Danish Jews lost their lives to Hitler’s Final Solution. This number is often overshadowed by much larger death counts, like Poland’s horrific 3,271,000, but the number alone is not what makes Denmark’s death toll so significant. Despite Germany being the only country Denmark shares a land border with, 99% of Danish Jews were able to survive. It is “one of the highest Jewish survival rates for any European country” (US Holocaust Memorial Museum). 
As the French author Voltaire once said, “Indeed, history is nothing more than a tableau of crimes and misfortunes.” The way the Holocaust is usually taught reflects his grim outlook. We remember the heinous, but not the helpful. We discuss the horrible, but not the heroic. We tell stories of the hateful, but not the heartwarming. The stories of people who looked the other way endure, as the stories of clandestine resistance fade. While it is unquestioningly important to remember the camps, death tolls, and discrimination, it is more important to remember that even when surrounded by the most intense of hatred, kindness can still exist as long as people are willing to welcome it.
History does not smile on good deeds. Therefore, it is our duty to make sure that they go unpunished. It does not take much to start a chain reaction. Even the smallest of acts can become something huge. It could be a handshake, it could be a compliment, or it could even be something as simple as saying hello. We never know when we will make a positive impact on someone’s life, so it is important to seize opportunities when they arise. You do not have to be powerful or influential to make a difference in the world, and Denmark has proven that.
Sadly, the story of Denmark’s rescue of the Danish Jews is a unique one in history. During the Bosnian Genocide, there was nobody welcoming Serbian refugees. In the Rwandan Genocide, people were not there to help the Tutsis to safety. More recently, after the attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon in September 2001, Arab Americans were looked at scornfully. In 2003, when the Darfur conflict began, many nations in the world looked the other way, and minimal action was taken until years later. When something finally happened it was mostly in the form of economic sanctions. If they are not directly involved, people will quietly ignore conflict, writing it off as somebody else’s problem. Even if they want to do something, they believe they do not matter and cannot make a difference. History has told us this over and over, and we have never really listened.  
However, it does not have to be this way. First, we must realize that every person and every action is significant. We may not be able to see the significance now, but one little act can gain momentum. One tiny act can spread and become something much bigger. Second, we must believe in ourselves, and in each other. With enough effort in the right ways, we can find a solution. We have to realize that we can move forward, even when things look bleak. Nothing will happen if we do not make an effort to change.

Nowhere is this more evident than prejudice and violence. Discrimination has always been around, sometimes based on religion, sometimes race or ethnicity, sometimes gender, sometimes something else entirely. Often, it spawns acts of violence and terrorism. It is a problem that will not go away all at once. However, as Denmark’s acts show us, we can still make a difference. Like Denmark, we can stop looking at what makes us different and focus on what is the same. We are all human, and we all want to feel respected. Once we can realize that, everything else will follow. Small acts of kindness will be easier and more frequent, and will eventually build up. And once discrimination weakens, violence will follow. It only takes one small act to start a chain reaction that can spread all around the world.

History does not remember Denmark well. It is not large, or particularly powerful. Despite that, it is home to one of the most powerful miracles of human kindness in history. George Santayana told us, "Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it." He may usually be right, but it is about time he was proven wrong, along with Voltaire. Let's remember Denmark. And one day, let's repeat their miracle.
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