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The Psychologyof a Mermaid:
Understanding the Danish Psyche
by Karen Lassen

"Way out in the ocean, the water is as blue as the petals of
the most beautiful cornflower and as clear as the cleanest
glass, but it is very deep, deeper than an anchor cable can
reach; many church steeples would have to be placed one on
top of the other in order to stretch from the bottom up to the
surface of the water. Down there live the Merpeople." 1
Thus begins the story of "The Little Mermaid" by Hans
Christian Andersen. Like most fairy tales, this one can be
understood from many perspectives. We could, for instance, \
look at what it tells us about the status and development of
women in Denmark. We could also look at it as a Danish version of the creation myth-the
mermaid's expulsion from
paradise and her attempt to reunite with God. But what
interests me is to look at it as a mirror of the Danes themselves, reflecting many of the beliefs that are an important
part of the Danish psyche.
As an American woman of Danish parents, I was raised in
the Danish cultural tradition. When I went to school I came
in contact with people from a different cultural background
than my own namely "Americans". 2 Often I would become
puzzled when people interacted with me in ways that I
thought insensitive and rude. When I thought I was being
very clear, people would seem to misunderstand me. Were
most people really insensitive and was I really so unclear,
or was something else going on? My curiosity increased
when I found that none of this seeming insensitivity and
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misunderstanding occurred when I was with my DanishAmerican friends.
As an adult, I began to wonder if Danish-Americans
were operating from a shared but unacknowledged set of
beliefs and, if so, what they were. I began taking note when
I was embroiled in a misunderstanding or when there was a
misattunement, and I began to suspect that there were
indeed differences in underlying assumptions inherent in
the transactions. Once I had an idea of what these underlying
beliefs were, I wondered how I came to have them. I suspected
they were cultural, and that I might find them embedded in
the fairy tales and stories that were read to me as a child .
I went to the writer of Danish fairy tales, Hans Christian
Andersen, and began reading his story, "The Little
Mermaid" 3 • I was astonished at how many familiar beliefs
were reflected there, and how much the Merkingdom resembled the Danish-American community in which I grew up. I
thought that if I could organize these beliefs into categories,
I would be able to see how they all fit together and create a
whole system. I found that the beliefs fell into five categories:
beliefs about the world, feelings, comportment, communication and individuation. My hope was that by understanding
the whole system, I would have a better idea of why the misattunernents had occurred. On a broader level , I hoped that
my deeper understanding of these cultural assumptions
would help me see both the advantages and disadvantages
of the system.
What follows is a synopsis of the tale. Following the
synopsis, I will discuss the beliefs I found in the story as well
as mention some additional thoughts about Danish culture. I
will conclude with some speculations on directions in which
the mermaid's belief system might evolve.
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THE TALE OF THE LITTLE MERMAID

The mermaid's story begins at the bottom of the sea in the
beautiful Merkingdom. This kingdom is full of exotic, swaying plants and flowers and fishes swimming to and fro
among the vegetation. On her fifteenth birthday, the little
mermaid has been allowed to swim up to the surface of the
ocean and look at the world of human beings. All her five
older sisters have done this before her and brought back
stories of the wonderful things they saw-city lights, the
sound of church bells, the evening sky at sunset, ships and
sailors, storms and icebergs. But they had all happily
returned to their home at the bottom of the sea after their
adventures. The little mermaid, however, is not happy upon
returning to her ocean floor home; she is sad and full of
longing. While up at the surface, she had fallen in love with a
handsome prince, whose face she first saw through a porthole
of his ship. Later a big storm smashed his boat to pieces and
cast him into the sea. She found his comatose body floating
on the water, and she saved him by carrying him in her arms
and having him on a beach to recover. Soon he was discovered there by a girl from a nearby convent, who, with the aid
of her friends, helped him return to his castle.
Back at home the little mermaid's heart is full of turmoil.
She longs to be with the prince up in his world, but that isn't
possible since she is a creature of the sea. Eventually, she asks
her grandmother about human beings and is told that
because they have an immortal soul, that soul goes up to
heaven and lives forever after they die. But when Merpeople
die, they become sea foam and that is the end of them The
Little mermaid tells her grandmother that she would do anything to be a human being and thereby have a soul and live
forever in heaven. But her grandmother tells her not to think
about such things, and anyway Merpeople have a better and
happier life than human beings. She also tells her that the
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only way a mermaid could get an immortal soul would be if
a man loved her deeply and married her. Then his soul
would flow into her body, and she could have immortal life.
But that could never happen, because what is good and
beautiful in the Merkingdom-a
fish tail-is considered ugly
by human beings.
The mermaid is disconsolate. Eventually she tells one of
her sisters something about her inner distress. The sister then
tells all the other sisters, and they in turn tell their best
friends. When one of them points out that the prince's castle
is located by the edge of the sea, they all ascend to the surface
to see it.
Soon the mermaid feels compelled to follow her own
deep longing in spite of her grandmother's
cautionary
advice She decides to seek out the sea witch, who lives in a
separate kingdom some distance from the Merpeople The
witch gives her a potion that she is to take as soon as she
swims up to the edge of the prince's castle; this will turn her
fish tail into legs. But the witch cautions that with each step
she takes, she will feel intense pain, as if she were walking on
knives. No one will ever know that she is in pain, however,
because for one thing the eyes of Merpeople do not tear and
so the mermaid cannot cry; besides, the merrnad will have
her tongue cut out by the witch, so will be unable to talk. In
addition, once the mermaid swallows the potion, she can
never go back to being a mermaid again; and if the prince
fails to fall in love with her and marry her, on the morning
after he marries another, the mermaid's heart will break and
she will die and turn into· sea foam. This is the risk the
mermaid takes if she follows her heart and goes ashore,
according to the witch.
The mermaid accepts the conditions. She swims up to the
prince's castle and takes the potion. The prince finds her and
takes her in, thinking her pretty and sweet. He feels fond of
her, but never really considers marrying her, for his heart
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belongs to the young girl from the convent who found him
on the beach and whom he thinks saved his life. Since the
mermaid can't talk, she can't tell him that it was actually
she who saved him In his fondness for her, the prince often
asks the mermaid to dance, never guessing the pain this
causes her.
Eventually the prince meets a princess from a neighboring
kingdom, who coincidentally happens to be the same girl
from the convent who found him on the beach. He is overwhelmed with joy and marries her.
He takes the mermaid along with him on his ship for the
honeymoon, but she is in despair. Not only does she not get
to marry the prince, she also knows that now she will never
get an immortal soul. As soon as the sun rises, she will die
and become sea foam.
While standing on the deck, she hears her sisters calling
to her. They say they have been to the sea witch and have
begged her to help them get their sister back. The witch has
given them a knife and promised that if the little mermaid
kills the prince and lets his blood sprinkle on her feet, she
will get her fish tail back and become a mermaid again.
The little mermaid thinks about this but in the end cannot
do it and throws the knife and then herself into the water. As
she begins dissolving into sea foam, she sees above her some
transparent spirits of the air. These spirits take pity on her
and lift her up to join them . They have seen how she has
struggled to get an immortal soul, suffered and endured.
They, too, currently lack immortal souls, but know that if
they witness enough kind deeds on earth during their 300year lives, they will then earn immortal souls. They must be
careful not to witness misdeeds, however, as every misdeed
they witness will add time to their current lives making it
that much longer before they get to heaven. By joining them,
then, the little mermaid still has a chance at immortality. So
ends the story of the little mermaid.
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BASIC WORLD VIEW

Interestingly, the story opens with the presentation of the
cultural tenet which is at the core of the Merkingdom: being
part of the community is a happy experience.
The Merkingdom is described as a peaceful, serene, idyllic
place where the inhabitants are happy and content. There is
a lot of singing, dancing, playing and socializing. People are
happy together. The cohesion and viability of the group
require that its members express only happy, contented
feelings. This sense of the happy community is learned very
early in life, probably pre-verbally. This means that the
concept is experienced as an immutable truth, and therefore
not something one would likely question. It is simply true; it
supports life itself. As we shall see, subsequent beliefs stem
from and support this basic view of the community.
DOWN WITH THOSE NEGATIVE FEELINGS

What then becomes of feelings such as anger, hate, fear
and pain-feelings which do not support a happy community
view? In the story, these negative feelings do exist but are
split off and abide in the separate kingdom of the sea witch.
Apparently, these kinds of feelings have no place in the
world of the Merpeople. The belief is that it is possible to
keep one's negative side separate and placed very far away
from the self. One can be vaguely aware of it but must not
know it clearly, and certainly one must not embrace it. What
we see here is that anything that might destabilize the happy
community is considered negative and must be pushed out
of awareness. One's negative side is simply to be avoided.
As the tale progresses, we begin to see that the negative
side includes more complex human feelings as well. The
mermaid is deeply in love but must go to the sea witch's
realm for help in dealing with these feelings. Apparently,
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even the deeper aspects of love are considered negative
(destabilizing) and should be avoided.
This theme of disowning much of the feeling side of the
self is indirectly shown to us again by the absence of the
mother of the six mermaid sisters. Although their widowed
father does get some help with family matters from the old
grandmother, the six mermaids still lack a nurturing mother.
Given the belief that the community is a happy place, it is no
surprise that there is no allusion to any loss or sorrow that
the motherless mermaids might feel. The richness of the feminine, feeling side of the self, often represented by the mother
figure, is not available to the mermaids
Yet again in a very painful moment in the story, Andersen
makes the point about disowning negative feelings After the
prince marries, he takes the mermaid along with him on his
wedding trip What the story tells us is that the mermaid is in
despair because she now realizes that she will not marry the
prince, and therefore, will die, become sea foam, and never
achieve the immortal soul she desires Ignored are the feelings of shame, humiliation, and rage she might be expected
to feel whim accompanying the prince and his new wife on
their honeymoon. Especially in the face of extreme personal
anguish such as this situation, this belief system dictates that
one's negative feelings must not be acknowledged either to
oneself or to others.
ATTITUDES ABOUT COMPORTMENT

The story also tells how one should comport oneself in
theworld. The mermaid's grandmother tells her, "Let us be
-happy!
Hop and jump for the three hundred years, that we
ihaveto live, that's a long enough time, after that we can with
tnore ease rest in our grave." In short, one should not take
"ther life or oneself too seriously. Life is an enjoyable, jolly
~rience.
Make light of everything, including presumably
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things that are not so happy. Just skip and hop through ·
and everything will be OK. Not taking oneself too seriously
supports the happy community view by encouraging one to
ignore those feelings that might suggest otherwise. The comportment message is: appear light-hearted and easygoing as
if nothing could bother you. 4
Physical pain as well as emotional pain must be endured,
and we learn from the story how this is done. The prince
often asks the mermaid to dance for him because she dances
with such grace and beauty, and the mermaid willingly complies, although her every step is like walking on knives. But
the prince has no knowledge of her predicament; he only
sees her graceful movements, not the pain behind them.
Physical pain should be stoically endured and kept private,
one should not talk about it or show it. Acknowledgment of
pain is a confession of unhappiness.
One of the side effects of splitting off unwanted feelings
is that it allows one to separate oneself from fear when this is
deemed important. This can be seen in the way the mermaid
approaches the sea witch's realm. Throwing caution aside
and separating herself from her fear, the mermaid swims
directly into the orbit of danger-the
crushing whirlpools,
the warm bubbling mud, the strangling multi-armed polyps.
Adventurousness and risk-taking are not subject to considerations of safety. The mermaid puts her life at risk by diving
headlong into the sea witch's realm.
Near the end of the fairy tale, we witness one of the most
poignant consequences of the need to see the group experience as happy: that suicide becomes a reasonable option
under certain circumstances. 5 As the mermaid stands out on
the deck on the ship she weighs her decision. If she kills the
prince with the knife, as her sisters suggest, she can go back
to her former life in the Merkingdom. If she doesn't, she will
become sea foam and cease to exist. These are not attractive
choices, and in the end, the mermaid cannot kill the prince
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she loves. To murder is anathema in most cultures and under
most circumstances. But in this belief system it is especially
so, since the act itself usually requires rage, and one is forbidden to feel that emotion. Suicide, however, can be looked
upon more favorably as an expression of general melancholia, often referred to in Danish as 'weak nerves'. Even though
suicide is often understood as rage turned inward on the self,
this never has to be acknowledged in this belief system.
Thus, the idea of rage can continue to be split off.
Recognizing the hopelessness of her situation, the mermaid
sees no alternative but to throw both the knife and herself
into the ocean 6 Andersen takes the position that suicide is a
reasonable option when one feels stuck and hopeless. Since
the option of talking about one's negative feelings does not
exist in this community, all that is left is to either stoically
hold them inside or simply end it all if the feelings become
too overwhelming.
RULES FOR COMMUNICATING

Another lesson inherent here is about the style of
communication, which is designed to support the happy
community imperative. The description of the aftermath of
the little mermaid's
fifteenth birthday is particularly
revealing. After she has been up to the ocean surface on her
fifteenth birthday, the mermaid longs to be with the prince.
When she talks with her grandmother about humans, she
doesn't reveal this desire, since it would show that she was
unhappy. Finally, she tells one of her sisters something of her
Jeelings. As the story goes, the sister then tells all the other
· ters, and they in turn tell their closest friends. Eventually,
e of the mermaids comes forth with information about
here the prince lives, and they all go up to the ocean surface
view his castle
The first thing that we see in this interaction is how
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information is transmitted: via a third party. the mermaid
gives a hint of something personal, the sister tells the other
sisters, and they spread the news to their closest friends. A
respect for privacy and personal boundaries is lacking;
everyone talks about everyone else. This interaction reflects
the tacit permission to use a third party as an important
vehicle for the exchange of information. Feelings are
communicated, but at the expense of personal boundaries.
Another unwritten element of communication brought
out here is the desirability of keeping the expression of
feelings as vague and unclear as possible. The mermaid tells
her sister something about her inner turmoil. It is unclear
what it is that she tells her or what it is that she wants. Since
making clear statements could indicate a need, and since a
need could indicate that one was not happy and content, it
becomes important to communicate in vague and unspecific
ways. This communication style allows one to hint about
one's needs and wants without ever having to fully acknowledge them. This is a way for the group to address individual
needs to a certain degree without threatening group
cohesion. Therefore, the sense of a happy and contented
community is not challenged.
An outgrowth of this communication style is that people
become adept at guessing, often correctly, at meanings.
Guessing allows a hint to generate action and not be passed
over. Thus, the little mermaid's sister does not directly ask
her how she can help, but rather guesses what is needed. The
result is that the little mermaid learns something about the
prince without having to ask for specific information. That
would have required her to acknowledge her need, and
would be seen as her taking her desires too seriously.
In addition to guessing what the matter is, the person
confided in has another obligation in order to make the
system effective. He must take some action to put the speaker
back in the realm of the happy community. In this case, the
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sister quickly tries to find a way to fix the situation and
assuage the little mermaid's discomfort. It is unimaginable
that just hearing and acknowledging another's feelings could
be helpful. The belief, then, is that when one is faced with
uncomfortable feelings, one should take whatever action is
necessary to make those feelings go away so that everyone
can be happy again.
Later in the story we also learn that there is a preference
for non-verbal communication in this system . Since the mermaid can't speak, the only way she can communicate is
through dance and the emotions she expresses through her
eyes. As long as the expression of feelings are non-verbal,
their full meaning can remain unacknowledged, unexplored
and unknown by either speaker or listener, thus keeping
both comfortably in line with the required social belief. It
comes as no surprise that people involved in this communication system can find it difficult to articulate to another, or
even to themselves, what they feel and want. A deep and
abiding sense of personal isolation is often the result, amidst
an ostensibly happy community.
#TO INDIVIDUATE OR NOT TO INDIVIDUATE,
THAT IS THE QUESTION."

We also learn from the story about the attitude towards
individuation: it is discouraged. During her birthday adventure up at the ocean surface, her community expects that the
mermaid will see many wonderful and exciting things, but
also that she will remain a part of the family and community, not be tempted to explore further, not challenge the
common beliefs, and will return happily to her family. In the
Merkingdom, the needs and wants of the community are
much more important than those of the individual.
Individuation cannot proceed in a system that does not
allow one the options of leaving home, exploring the world,
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and knowing and expressing feelings and reactions. True
individuation requires both strong communal ties and support as well as support for individual exploration and
differentiation. For the mermaid, there are strong communal
ties but little or no support for her development as an
individual. Her autonomous self-needs are split off and are
not integrated into her social sphere. Her social self is
emphasized over her autonomous self, with the result that
she ends up being enmeshed in her community and isolated
from her deeper self.
Another component of the individuation
process
involves learning to think for oneself, and we see that this,
too, is discouraged in the fairy tale. The mermaid returns
from her birthday adventure full of questions and with a
strong desire to know more about human beings in general
and the prince in particular. She goes to talk with her grandmother, who assures her that the life of a mermaid is happier
and better than that of a human being. Her grandmother tells
her not to think about deeper issues, not to think for herself,
leave well enough alone, and simply enjoy things as they are.
She should not delve deeply into how she feels.
In addition, the grandmother tells the mermaid that what
is integral to her "mermaidness"-her
fishtail-would
be
considered ugly by humans. There is an element of shaming
here-shaming
of a deeply personal side of the self in order
to block incipient individuation. 7 The threat is that if the
mermaid begins individuating and exposing more of her real
self, then that self will be experienced as ugly and result in
rejection. The message is that it is neither safe nor desirable
to let the self be known to others. The deepest levels of self
are socially unacceptable.
So the plot thickens. The story goes on to explore what
happens when one defies the taboo against individuation.
The mermaid is attracted by the life above and searches for a
way to join that wider world; she begins by visiting the king-
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dom of the sea witch. But the bargain that the mermaid
accepts is fraught with problems: first, it tells her that the
price of her individuation will be constant physical pain
(with every step she takes on her path); second, she will be
stripped of exactly what she needs to become fully human-the capability of expression. She may personally have a
vague awareness of a spectrum of feelings such as love, joy,
pain, anger and despair, but she can never verbalize these to
another nor can she express her vulnerability through her
tears. Inevitably, the bargain with the sea witch will lead to
disaster. The message is that the price for individuation is a
possible encounter with death and total destruction. Thus,
individuation-which
includes becoming known to the self
and to others-does
not seem like a real option.
This point is elaborated later when the prince falls in love
with and marries the princess, plunging the mermaid into
despair. She senses that there is something rich and transforming in the experience of human love, yet this path has
been closed off to her. Since the mermaid cannot share her
feelings, her whole self cannot be acknowledged. Because
speaking and expressing deeper aspects of the self are out of
bounds, deep love is also impossible, since that requires see
'sclosure. The prince will never know the depth of the
ermaid' s love for him. Mutual discovery and intimacy,
en considered the ultimate fulfillment, is not an option,
·ven the culture of the Merkingdom.
IS THE GOAL THE EXPERIENCE OF LOVE OR THE
ATTAINMENT OF IMMORTALITY?

Ostensibly, Andersen pairs the experience of deep human
e with the attainment of an immortal soul If the mermaid
persuade the prince to fall in love and marry her, then
can acquire an immortal soul, and eventually die and go
eaven However, as the story unfolds, it becomes unclear
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whether the goal is to experience human love, or to use love
as a stepping stone to heaven and immortality. By the end of
the story, we find out that human love can even be bypassed
and immortality achieved through joining with the air spirits,
so maybe immortality was the real goal after all. This suggests
an ambivalence towards the experience of human intimacy.
In addition, being vague about the goal is another example of
distancing from deep feelings, in this case, human love. As
long as one is not clear about one's goal, then one will not be
terribly disappointed about the end result. As the story
unfolds, neither goal turns out to have been a real option.
The mermaid first hears about an immortal soul from her
grandmother. If she had one, then upon death the soul would
go up to heaven and she would enjoy eternal happiness. The
story eventually tells us that there are two ways to attain an
immortal soul: by earning the love of a human being and
marrying him, or, by being chosen by the spirits of the air to
join them. With the latter option, if one sees enough good
deeds over a period of 300 years, then one will be rewarded
with an immortal soul and be able to proceed to heaven. At
first glance, it appears that there will be a happy ending to
the fairy tale after all. 8 But the prospects of becoming immortal by becoming a spirit of the air are very small, since for
every bad deed the candidate witnesses, more time is added
to his life.
Again we see the cultural proscription against acknowledging unhappy things, for it is impossible not to witness
bad deeds in the world. Therefore, in the end, it seems that
one can have neither a rich, full life nor a rich afterlife. The
best one can do is not think about these things and pretend
that life is happy and fun, just as grandmother said. This
ending to the story purports to snatch the mermaid from
hopelessness, but in truth, she is being instructed to isolate
herself even further. If she sees bad deeds, she will be
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punished. This constitutes a warning to turn away from the
negative side and by extension from the individuation
process, since they only bring pain and make trouble.
MORE MERMAID MUSINGS

Andersen's tale gives those of Danish heritage a window
on some of the beliefs of our forbears. Of course, "The Little
Mermaid" is only one of many Andersen fairy tales; therefore
the belief system that has been extrapolated from it cannot be
taken as a key to the understanding of all Danes or DanishAmericans. An analysis of all of his tales would give a fuller
picture of the Danish psyche. However, the mermaid's
psychological profile does resonate with many Danes and
Danish-Americans. 9 For those who recognize a kinship with
the mermaid, this analysis may help put the pieces together
in a new and helpful way. Once we can see the whole forest,
we may be able to find the individual trees.
Understanding one's cultural heritage and the belief
system that is rooted in it has particular significance in
contemporary multicultural America, whether one is Danish
American or another hyphenated American. As more and
more people from different cultures interact with each other,
there is a greater likelihood for cross-cultural friction, which
often leads to misunderstandings and conflict. Having a
deeper understanding of what our underlying beliefs are and
what our words and actions are intended to communicate
thus becomes increasingly relevant. When we are not clear,
we lose our ability to communicate fully and deeply with
others; we lose our ability to fully understand and be understood. This leads to alienation and more conflict. In addition,
becoming more culturally aware allows us to absorb new
information, against which we can reevaluate our cultural
assumptions and perhaps make changes that might make
our lives work better.
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We return now to my original observation that many nonDanes were insensitive and rude. From the perspective of my
Danish upbringing, many people did seem to behave in an
insensitive and rude manner. They asked clear and direct
questions rather than gleaning information about me from
tangential sources. They asked for what they wanted instead
of letting me show my expertise at guessing their needs.
They did not attempt to guess my needs based on the scant
information I gave them. They expressed negative feelings
such as anger and pain rather than repressing them.
However, under a different belief system-one that valued
clarity and directness-such interactions would not be perceived as insensitive and rude. On the contrary, directness
and clarity would be appreciated. I would have been seen as
insensitive and rude for being vague and unclear.
After reading the original version of "The Little
Mermaid," we see that it bears little resemblance to the popular Disney film version. Disney undoubtedly changed the
story in order to cater to more traditional American beliefs.
No American parents would take their child to see a film in
which the protagonist's pursuit of love and marriage failed,
not to mention that the protagonist suffered tremendous
physical and emotional pain and in the end took her own life.
These are not healthy messages for an American child. It is
interesting what Disney did choose to portray for Americans.
Disney reduced the mermaid's longings to teenage infatuation and a desire for a human body without any suffering.
She loses little and gains little, a circumscribed role in a traditional marriage, rather than striving for something greater
like a soul. Andersen's heroine, on the other hand, is a much
stronger and more complex figure.
So what is it about the mermaid that makes her such a
popular and powerful symbol for Danes? 10 Her statue sits out
in the harbor of Copenhagen; her picture appears on stamps
and post cards; one finds figurines of her in Danish homes.
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The Danish people became collectively outraged and
obsessed when her statue was vandalized in January
1998. Some of her appeal may be that for many Danes she
represents two sides of their psyche-the
unacknowledged
and acknowledged. She is both a tragic figure and a lighthearted, whimsical one. Her tragic side speaks to what I
would describe as the Danes' feelings of loneliness and
isolation from themselves and from each other. The strong,
whimsical part speaks to their charm and their vigor.
One wonders about the origin of the attitudes expressed
in this tale. I can imagine that on long, dark, cold winter
nights, as people sat huddled around a fireplace to keep
warm, that expressions of anger or aggressiveness would be
intolerable. The winters were harsh; there was no practical
escape from the group; arguments could threaten one's
survival. It would make sense to rein in aggressive impulses.
A harsh climate makes the survival needs of the group more
competing than the needs of the individual.
The desire for peaceful coexistence may also be associated with the preference for indirect, non-confrontational
communication. As we have seen in the story, a by-product
of this style is that one becomes very skilled at guessing what
others need. Let us look more closely at this trait.
Guessing correctly about the needs of others is a highly
developed skill among many Danes, and is much admired. It
seems to be learned through observation and experience, not
by formal training. The child watches closely to see what
behavior earns him a positive response. There is rarely a
negative response, so an action by the child gets either no
response at all or a positive response. Once the dynamic of
this guessing game is learned, shame plays a role in its
perpetuation-it would be shameful for all concerned to seek
clarity. Feelings of shame would keep one from asking for
clarity, since asking would indicate that one was not clever
enough to guess correctly on one's own. Feelings of shame
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would also keep one from expressing oneself clearly since
that would acknowledge that one had a need, thus showing
that one was both taking oneself too seriously and that one
was not content and happy about the way things were.
Taking oneself seriously would also show that one had individual wishes and desires separate from the group which
would create a problem.
The preference for indirect and unclear communication as
well as the ongoing encouragement to remain part of the
group may help us understand the Danish tendency to
prolong and blur endings. We see this exemplified at the end
of the fairy tale. The ending seems less like an ending and
more like the beginning of a new story about the life of the
mermaid as a spirit of the air. The blurred ending can often
be seen in the way Danes end a social event at the home of
friends. First, the guest mentions that he should be thinking
of leaving, which is followed by the host's protestations and
often the beginning of a new activity, such as a late night
snack. The guest then moves towards the door and mentions
the late hour and his desire not to overstay his welcome. The
host then prolongs the exit by suggesting that he pack up
some leftover food for the guest. This is followed by the host
and the guest moving outside to the guest's car and the
beginning of yet another, often more personal conversation.
Finally, with the hosts tacit permission, the guest reluctantly
leaves. This curious process can be understood in terms of
the cultural discomfort about separation from the group.
Since being a happy member of the group is of utmost
importance, any sign of drawing away represents a threat to
the group. In order to assuage the collective anxiety produced
in this situation, everyone must indicate that he really does
not want the evening to end. Protracted leave-taking allows
both parties not to feel abandoned. The host only reluctantly
gives the guest permission to leave, thus letting the guest
know that he is really wanted. The guest leaves only because
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his obligations make it impossible for him to stay thus letting
the host know that he is highly valued. Both parties feel
affirmed and feel that their membership in the group is solid
and safe. I would infer, however, that both parties have other,
unacknowledged feelings as well, including a sense that
relationships are exhausting and engulfing, since it is difficult
to disengage.
This sense of being engulfed may give us a clue or an
insight into the high suicide rate in Denmark. Although
engulfed relationships may appear to be very stable and
secure, they really are not because there is no room for the
person to be fully present. As long as parts of the self are split
off and not included in a relationship, the attachment
remains insecure and the people often feel alienated from
themselves and each other. These are conditions that are
often seen as precursors to suicide.
We have discussed the preference for non-verbal communication. In the story, we saw two examples of this: the dance
and the expressive eyes. We might take this a step further
and wonder if there are specific culturally accepted meanings to types of non-verbal behavior. If there are, then it could
be helpful for non-Danes to know what those meanings are.
For example, does giving a gift or doing a favor for someone
usually mean caring and love? Does silence indicate disapproval? Does ridicule in the form of humor indicate anger?
Does hiding mean that one is sad? To really understand the
Danish psyche, it would be useful to try to decode various
contextual cultural behaviors such as the ones mentioned
abovethat are used to cope with destabilizing emotions.
We have looked at the use of second-hand information in
thestory and seen how it provides a means for information
transfer. It also has other, equally important functions. One is
that it allows for communication and connection without
If-revelation. People can feel a semblance of closeness by
ing about other people whom they know in common. It
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also provides a means of discussing behavior in an impersonal manner, thus learning what is culturally tolerable. For
instance, behavior that one is personally considering can be
projected onto an absent person, thus testing the general
reception. If the response is negative, then one is warned, so
if one does try it, one can expect disapproval. This style of
communication has yet another function-as
a framework
for venting criticism and righteous indignation. As long as the
venting is not done directly to the person being discussed, it
is acceptable. It is an indirect way of expressing negative
feelings about another without risking the vulnerability of
speaking directly to that person. Thus, venting functions as a
built in safety valve for releasing negative emotional steam.
There is a side effect of this belief system that isn't specifically reflected in the story. When people are encouraged to
see themselves as flawed and ugly on a deeply personal
level, they often develop a sense of inferiority and a lack of
self-esteem. The admonition against taking oneself seriously
or paying attention to one's negative feelings contributes to
this. We might wonder from this if those Danes or Danish Americans who follow the mermaid's belief system suffer
more than others from low self-esteem.
A particularly charming side of the Danish character, only
slightly hinted at in the story, is their humor. Given the belief
system we have been discussing, it is reasonable to expect
that the type of humor we would encounter is one that pokes
fun at oneself and others. 11 This would be a natural outgrowth
of the attitude of not taking oneself too seriously. In addition,
since this type of humor can be seen as quite endearing, it can
be used as a means of connecting with others . But there is
another use for this kind of humor. "Poking fun" can also be
quite cruel and therefore can be an unacknowledged outlet
for anger. The butt of the humor is not supposed to see the
cruelty, and so denies his own angry response to this abuse.
He must join in the laughter even at his own expense other-
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wise he would be taking himself too seriously. Being poked
at also has the side effect of discouraging the receiver from
expressing tender and vulnerable feelings, since to do so
might lead to being humiliated.
FINE TUNING A MINDSET
Let us now take a final look at that group of Danes and
Danish-Americans who follow the mermaid's belief system.
They are people who value group cohesion above the needs
of the individual. They are strongly invested in keeping
things running smoothly and calmly. At their gatherings,
people are friendly, good-humored and fun. There are few
disagreements and almost no overt expressions of anger,
rage, pain, sorrow, neediness or deep feeling. They appear
light-hearted and seem not to take themselves or life too seriously. Interpersonal or intrapersonal problems are brushed
aside or ignored. They avoid deep connection and intense
communication in favor of a calm, self-contained expression.
Non-verbal means of expression are encouraged and valued.
They appear to be kind, civil and fun-loving. They are easy
to get along with and usually radiate a sense of safety and
comfort to others. This is an entirely admirable set of qualities.
But unfortunately, despite this cheerful appearance,
feelings of hopelessness and despair are not far away.
Splitting off negative feelings does not really work, since
these feelings do not disappear when they are ignored or
disowned. They hover somewhere within and all too often
engender a festering sense of despair.
Is there any way to resolve this dilemma? Is it possible to
take this belief system, which has so many positive aspects,
and modify and strengthen it while still retaining its basic
integrity? The fairy tale itself indicates a direction. Early on,
the mermaid knows that her path involves encountering the
negative, split-off parts of her personality which reside in the
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sea witch's realm. Her hunger to take back what has been
culturally denied to her is so strong that she is willing to risk
death to achieve it. However, her journey leads her to
attempt to expand her experience of the world without seeing
that the changes she desires cannot be included successfully
within her existing belief system. If the mermaid had been
able to understand her belief system, she might have seen
that her core belief was a limiting factor and that with care it
could be expanded to include the split-off parts. In the bargain
she made with the sea witch, the mermaid was preordained
to fail, because it never included the opportunity for her to
become fully human. She never had full access to all the parts
of herself-the positive and the negative-which
is integral
to becoming fully functional in the broader world. The price
for keeping part of the self split off-an underlying sense of
hopelessness and despair-is very high. The mermaid's task
therefore would be to get to know the denied feelings, and
find a respectful way to include them in her personal
relationships and in her community. This means she would
have to change her attitude to a position that values open
and honest communication, that welcomes negative feelings
as well as positive ones, and that respects the competing
needs for autonomy and intimacy. To accomplish this
change, the Merkingdom would have to carefully craft a new
set of behaviors for containing the previously split off
feelings. As long as they are split off, there is no need to cope
with them; but if they are to be reclaimed, one needs ways to
cope, otherwise they would be too overwhelming. A great
deal of dialogue and interaction would need to take place
between the sea witch and the Merkingdom if eventually she
is to be invited back into the Merkingdom and accorded the
respect and acknowledgment she deserves. The task of reintegration, although difficult, is well worth the effort. The sea
witch's kingdom is full of potential riches Reclaiming her
will not destroy the Merkingdom as might be feared; it will
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instead enrich life with an expanded sense of vitality, energy
and creativity. Claiming this vitality is the next step for both
the Merkingdom and for those Danes and Danish-Americans
who ascribe to its beliefs.
Out in the harbor of Copenhagen sits the statue of the
mermaid perched on a rock. She sits alone and serene-a
constant reminder to many people of Danish heritage of
themselves and how they are in the world. Perhaps she
can also be seen as a symbol for the personal reintegration
that beckons.

-75-

Footnotes

Read: mermaids and mermen.
I am using the term" Americans" to refer to people whose families ha
lived in America at least two generations.
3
Andersen wrote this tale in 1837. Although many of his stories
based on old folk tales, "The Little Mermaid" is an original story.
4
It is probably not an accident that Andersen chose the lightheart
whimsical character of a mermaid to embody the important cul
beliefs outlined in this paper.
5
The suicide rate in Denmark is 28.7 per 100,000 people (1984) as co
pared to 11.4 per 100,000 people (1980) in the U.S. Encyclopedia
Suicide, 1988.
6
It is important to remember that when we talk about the merm ·
throwing herself into the ocean , we are actually talking about a
human being. Mermaids can survive in the ocean, whereas humant
will eventually drown .
7
Shame, as used here, refers to an experience of the self as flawed or
inadequate.
8
Andersen may have tacked on this happy ending to make the story
more palatable to his Dani sh readers.
9
See Appendix II for a comparison of how closely a random sample of
Danes, DanishAmericans and non-Danes adhere to the mermaid's
beliefs.
10
The little mermaid continues to be an important symbol in contemporary
Denmark. Recently, the Danish Princess Alexandra, wife of Prince
Joachim, while on a trip to Greenland, was honored with a
Greenlandic name-Mikissok
Kungustarier-which
means "The
Little Mermaid." Billed Blad. August 21 1997.
11
The Danish entertainer Victor Borge is a wonderful example of this type
of humor.
1

2
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APPENDIX I
SUMMARY OF THE BELIEFS REFLECTED IN
"THE LITTLE MERMAID"

Core belief:
• Being a part of the community is a happy experience.
Beliefs about feelings:
• Negative feelings exists but need to be avoided, as
they only bring pain and sorrow.
• Avoid knowing what you feel.
Beliefs about how to comport oneself:
• Do not take life or yourself too seriously.
• Appear light-hearted and easy going.
• Take on challenges and ignore the dangers.
• Endure physical pain and keep it private.
• If the pressures of life become intolerable, it 1s
acceptable to commit suicide.
Beliefs about communication:
• Transmit and gain information indirectly through a
third party.
• Communicate in a vague manner.
• Develop the ability to guess the needs of others.
• Take action to distract others from uncomfortable
feelings.
• Express feelings in non-verbal, subtle ways.
Beliefs about individuation:
• Remain a part of the group. Do not individuate.
• Avoid thinking for yourself.
• The deeper parts of the self are ugly and should not
be shared.
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APPENDIX II
MERMAID SURVEY

Based on the beliefs outlined in Appendix I, the following
informal survey was developed to find out if people of
Danish background, more than others, ascribe to the mermaid's beliefs. Although this is not a rigorous scientific
survey the results are nevertheless intriguing. We do see that
people of Danish background are more in agreement with
the mermaid's beliefs than are non-Danish people. We also
see that Danish-Americans are more closely aligned with
the mermaid's belief system than are Danes. Hopefully,
these initial findings will lead to more in-depth research on
this subject.
100 people participated in this survey:

• 26 people were born in Denmark of Danish parents and
are represented on the charts as "DDD".
• 22 people were born in the U.S.A. and one or both of
their parents were born in Denmark. They are referred
to as "U. someD".
• 52 people had no first or second generation connection
with Denmark. They are referred to as "no D".
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The world is a happy, joyful place.
[J [J
It's important to not take yourself too seriously.
0 [j
Things almost always work out for the best.
0 [J
I don't see much pomt 1ntalking about sad and painfut occurrences.
Sometimes I get into situations that later tum out to have been
□ □
dangerous.
T alkmg in too direct a manner seems insensitive to me.
□ □
In general life 1sa lot of fun.
0 □
Often I'm not sure what I feel.
□ □
A canng person 1sone who ts really good at perceiving unspoken needs. □ □
When someone st.arts telling me about sad f eetings,Ilike to cheer them up 0 □
and make them feel better .
OD
I don't feel very skillful at expressing myself verbally.
Physical pain should be endured and kept pnvate.
D □
It's more important to be pleasant than to be frank.
OD
I like to get together and discuss the act1V1t1es
of mutual friends.
0 D
If my life were really hard I could see committing suicide.
□ □
I don't believe that what I feel matters much.
□ □
0 D
There will always be sad things m life but you don't need to waste ttme
th1nk1ngabout them.
DO
Dangerous activities don't scare me off.
00
I think it's rude to ask directly for what yoo want.
DD
I don't spend much time thinking about what I feel
People seldom say what they mean.
□ □
If someone 1sfeeling down 1nthe dumps, I would likety suggest we go do
something together to make them feel better.
I feel safe when expressing myself 1nnon-verbal ways.
□ 0
I usually don't go to the doctor unless I know for sure I'm really sick.
□ D
It's important to get along With everybody.
□□
Most of what I know about other people 1shearsay.
□ o
If I couldn't solve a ma1or personal problem on my own, I could see
comm1tttng su1c1de.
00
Most family gatherings are pretty Jolly.
OD
Paying attention to the difficult things in life JUStmakes life harder.
It's important for there to be harmony.
□ D
00
I'm not very comfortable talking about my feelings.
I am easy to get along with .
□ D
I sometimes think about death but 1t scaresme.
□ 0
00
It's important to me that my family hke me.

DD

OD

FIGURE I is a copy of the survey. If one responded "agree" to all 34 statements , one would be strongly aligned with the beliefs listed in Appendix I.
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FIGURE II indicates the average number of "agree" responses for each of
the three groups.
SURVEYRESULTS
BYCATEGORY

FIGURE Ill

nnn

II c:nm1>n

nnn

Core belief

Q: 1,3,7,28 ,34
Beliefs about
feelings
Q: 4, 10.17.22 .

84%

84%

63%

54%

70%

31%

52%

59%

44%

50%

62%

42%

69%

34%

29,31,33
Beliefs about how
to comport oneself

Q: 2.5,12,15,18,
24 ,27,32
Beliefs about
communication

Q: 6.9,11,14 , 19,
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individuation

Q: 8, 13, 16,20 ,
25,30
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58%

FIGURE III sorts the survey results into the five categories listed
Appendix I.
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FIGURE IV
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FIGURE IV shows, for each of the questions, the average number of
"agree" responses made by each of the three groups.
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