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SUMMARY

Brutalization. Women, Morality and Crime in Denmark during 
World War II

Until recently, the increase in sex crimes in Denmark during and af-
ter World War II has been attributed to moral panic regarding homo-
sexual prostitution and waves of public alarm brought about by a press 
wallowing in spectacular and violent sex crimes against children. Yet, 
a scrutinizing review of national and local crime statistics reveals that 
the increase in reported incidents and convictions on incest and sex-
ual abuse of children was the gradual effect of a new penal code in-
augurated in 1933 and consolidated during the war. The efficiency 
of the new penal code was dependent on public acceptance and trust 
in the police, and the efforts of the latter had immediate results in 
reducing the dark figures of sexual abuse. Furthermore, a new level 
of convictions on rape and indecency – representing an increase of 
approx. 50% – was established during the war and persisted throug-
hout the 1950's, suggesting an increased criminal activity caused by 
the stress – and opportunity – of war. The dramatic increase in vio-
lent crime committed by women during the war has been explained by 
the rise in convictions for the deliberate transmission of venereal di-
sease. Though the number of convictions had increased dramatically 
by 1941, and on average represented 38% of all women convicted of a 
violent crime, it is not a sufficient explanation. A growing number of 
convictions for criminal abortions accounts for half of all women con-
victed of a violent crime in 1942 and 1943. Still, the rise in the num-
ber of female offenders does indicate brutalization and disturbance of 
civil society even under the relatively lenient conditions in Denmark 
during the war. 
 The revision of crime statistics offers new insights into the discipli-
nary response of the authorities on changes in sexual behaviour du-
ring the German occupation of 1940-1945. The moral panic regar-
ding changing sexual norms penetrated the legal system in 1942. It 
targeted women who had illegal abortions, were infected with vene-
real diseases or were convicted of procuring. The increased number 
of convictions and a reduced number of settlements was the legal sy-
stem’s attack on sexual liberation and reproduction control – exerci-
sed by women – during the war years. It was a prelude to the moral po-
litical reaction in postwar Danish society.
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