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Gunnar Larsen døde den 1. februar 1973 på Københavns Kommune-
hospital. Den mest rammende karakteristik vel blev givet af Informa-
tions redaktør og stifter Børge Outze, som i sin nekrolog skrev: »Han 
var en af den slags kapitalister, som proletarer i alle lande glemmer, når 
de forener sig: En mand, der strør om sig med arvet formue, ofte til det 
formål, der skader det, hans modstandere tror, han står for. Bare fordi 
han vil være venner med alle, og tror, at alt har en pris.« 

SUMMARY

Cement and Politics
Gunnar Larsen as a Cabinet Minister, 1940-43 

Gunnar Larsen (1902-1973) was raised to be an engineer, a businessman, and a 
successor to the throne of F.L. Smidth & Co., then and now one of Denmark’s 
leading industrial corporations, which his father had co-founded in the 1880s. 
However, he is primarily known for his short-lived political career during the 
years of German occupation when he became a fervent supporter and facilita-
tor of a policy of active co-operation with the occupying power. As a minister 
for public works, and in close collaboration with Foreign, later Prime Minister 
Erik Scavenius, Larsen initiated a series of projects intended to prove the Dan-
ish government’s willingness and ability to work closely with the NS regime. As 
the war drew on and the Allies slowly gained the upper hand, Larsen’s activism 
made him increasingly unpopular, and after the government’s withdrawal in 
August 1943, he became a primary target of resistance propaganda. 

In July 1940, the Danish government was re-shuffled in order to strengthen 
the political basis for handling the German occupation, which had taken place 
on April 9. Gunnar Larsen was appointed minister for public works and im-
mediately stepped down from his position as CEO of F.L. Smidth & Co., which 
he had occupied since 1935. Yet, he retained control of the corporation. The 
government’s agenda was to secure Denmark’s survival through co-operation 
with Germany. To Gunnar Larsen, this entailed not only close co-ordination in 
a political and diplomatic sense but also doing business on a corporate level. 
In this perspective it made no sense to separate politics and business; indeed, 
to Gunnar Larsen, economic co-operation was crucial in smoothing relations 
with the German government, and he perceived his business background as 
a strength and a resource. In this, he was in line with the strong technocratic 
trend of those years. The workings and efficiency of the political system were 
supposed to benefit from an increased involvement on the part of ‘non-politi-
cal’ professionals, albeit at the expense of democratic control. His appoint-
ment very likely resulted from Prime Minister Stauning’s wish to accommo-
date national right-wingers – including an influential circle of technocratically 
minded engineers – as well as the king, who also wished for a representation of 
‘non politicians’ in the government.
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What Gunnar Larsen saw as a strength increasingly became a weakness in 
the government as well as in the public sphere. Most of the extensive job creat-
ing measures he carried out as a minister for public works necessarily involved 
the use of great amounts of cement – the primary produce of F.L. Smidth & 
Co. Gunnar Larsen thus became an easy target for Communist propaganda, 
picturing him as the perfect capitalist who supported Fascism out of economic 
interest. At the same time, Gunnar Larsen’s frequent travels to Germany and 
the various projects he carried out in co-operation with Berlin called forth criti-
cism from a growing number of critics on both political wings who found that 
he went too far in his attempts at obtaining German goodwill. The initiatives 
included negotiations for a customs and currency union, the projecting of a 
transportation corridor between Northern Germany and Copenhagen and an 
attempt at establishing Danish business interests in the German occupied parts 
of the Soviet Union (including an F.L. Smidth & Co. cement plant in former 
Estonia). He spent the last 15 months of the occupation in Sweden and was 
arrested after having returned to Copenhagen in May, 1945. Although a Co-
penhagen city court prison sentence for economic collaboration was reversed, 
he had no future in Danish business life. He was ousted from F.L. Smidth & Co. 
and later emigrated to Ireland.

Gunnar Larsen’s history as a succesful business leader who failed as a politi-
cian as well as his postwar fate not only testify to the change in public opin-
ion during the war but also to the fact that critics of parliamentary democracy 
had been silenced. A democratic consensus prevailed. Thus, Gunnar Larsen’s 
downfall also signifies the end of the technocratic movement in Denmark and 
the return of businessmen to business.


