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Abstract 

The main objective of this dissertation is to seek answers to three questions: 1) Why did it 
take so much longer for women than men to win the vote? 2) Why did it take women so 
long to be elected in any numbers to national legislatures?, and 3) What has been the 
political significance of women's entry into national legislatures? The answers are sought 
by examining an aspect of the development of p arties ignored by most political scientists, 
namely the relationship between women's suffrage, party politics and patriarchal power. 
An empirical study on Iceland is used to examine this aspect in detail. In the period 1908-
1926, women in Iceland ran separate lists at local and national elections. The fate of the 
women's lists in Reykjavik is explored and so are the policies of women councillors. Iceland 
was not the only country to see the emergence of separate women's political organizations 
that ran candidates at elections. The outcome was nowhere as successful as in Iceland. 
Through the rise, and decline, of the women's lists and women's policies in Reykjavik, the 
factors that allowed women to carry out their own maternalistic politics within a male-run 
system are illuminated. 

The dissertation draws on numerous theories and postulations within political science. 
It also challenges many of them. Theda Skocpol's structured policy approach proves highly 
useful in examining the larger political environment and factors that stimulated or 
hindered women's politics and policies in Reykjavik. The approach does not, however, 
account for male power as a force on its own. The structured policy approach is challenged 
by providing another important factor, the role of individuals and their ideas as a political 
force. The conclusion is that patriarchal theories are needed within political science, and it 
is suggested that political parties, their origin and working methods, provide excellent 
starting points from which to examine male power, or patriarchy, as a political force of its 
own. 

Key words: Women, women's movements, women's lists, women in local governments, 
structured policy approach, neo-institutionalism, patriarchal theories, parties, Reykjavik, 
Iceland. 
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Introduction 

In 1994 political theorist Carol Pateman raised what in my opinion are 
fundamental questions for political science in general, and political theory 
in particular. Her questions were: 1) Why did it take so much longer for 
women than men to win the vote?; 2) Why did it take women so long to be 
elected in any numbers to national legislatures?; and 3) What has been the 
political significance of women's entry into national legislatures? (Pateman 
1994: 331-332). Pateman maintains that 'most research in political science is 
still guided by the assumption that relations between the sexes and the 
structure of domestic life are irrelevant to the public world of polities'. 
According to Pateman, it is precisely this assumption that has hindered 
political scientists in asking the kind of questions mentioned above. 

The aim of this dissertation is to provide answers to Pateman's questions 
from the viewpoint of political science. This is done by following 
Pateman's suggestion for such a study: by examining an aspect of the 
development of parties and government ignored by most political 
scientists, namely the relationship between womanhood suffrage, party 
politics and patriarchal power (see Pateman 1994: 343). An empirical study 
on Iceland is used to examine this aspect in detail. In the period 1908-1926, 
women in Iceland ran separate lists at local and national elections.1 Their 
fate is explored, especially the fate of the women's lists and the policies of 
women councillors in Reykjavik, the capital, in the period 1908-1922. In 
1908, a women's list received the astonishing 22% of valid votes cast at the 
town council elections. Women councillor's made 27% of t own councillors, 
a percentage not toppled until 1982. Iceland was not the only country to 
see the emergence of separate women's political organizations that ran 
candidates or candidate-lists at elections. The lists were nowhere as 
successful as in Iceland, and the study is, among other things, intended to 

11 use the word 'list' over what in countries with proportional representation is the ususal 
procedure at elections: The parties present the electorate with a before-hand chosen list of 
candidates, usually in the ranking that the party wants represented. The voter selects the 
party that he/she wants represented. In some countries voters can alter the ranking on the 
party-list of their choice, but these tend to be exceptional cases. 
Women's lists were entered at the municipal elections in Reykjavik in 1908-1916, in 
Akureyri in 1910, 1911, 1914 and 1921, and in Seyöisfjöröur in 1910. Icelandic women's 
associations ran a list at the national election in 1922, and again in 1926. 
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shed light on the factors that allowed their successful outcome for a while 
as well as their decline. 

The dissertation will challenge some common (not necessarily academic) 
assumptions about the 19th century women's movements and the 
struggle for the vote. A popular answer to Pateman's first question, why 
it took women so much longer than men to win the vote, is John Stuart 
Mill's postulation, that women's debarment from the vote was a 
remnant from an ancient old system of women's subjugation to men (see 
Mill 1975). Thus, women's enfranchisement was but a matter of time. A 
recent political science textbook completely ignores the women's 
movements, stating instead that 19th and early 20th century reforms gave 
women their basic individual and citizen's rights (see Karvonen & Selle 
1995: 9). 

This dissertation paints a more complicated picture of the interplay 
between economic, social and political changes, a fluctuating power 
structure and increasing male domination of the political sphere in the 
19th century that shut women out on grounds of their sex alone. Thus, the 
19th century women's movements' struggle for reform, and the vote, was 
in many countries a reaction to and a struggle against increasing 
subjugation, rather than movements which, inspired by liberal, democratic 
ideas and reform movements, fought to remove ancient remnants of 
women's subjugation (although that was certainly their object). 

A popular approach to answer the question why it has taken women so 
long to be elected in any numbers to national legislatures, is to relate 
political interest, political participation, and political representation to 
various resources, such as labour market participation, education, values 
and attitudes (see e.g. Halsaa 1977; Goul-Andersen 1984: 31-32; Haavio-
Mannila et. al. 1983: 77; Norris 1987: 118-125; Randall 1987:122-145; Inter-
Parliamentary Union 1995: 38). Comparisons between men and women on 
these resources show essential differences that have been used to explain 
women's lower representation relative to men. The growing representation 
of women in national legislatures since the 1970s in many Western 
countries has, accordingly, been explained by women's growing labour-
market participation, higher educational level, changes in values, and 
other resources that are thought to be useful in politics. 

While the reader is not asked to cast aside speculation of this kind, I do 
not find this approach particularly fruitful. Lack of education, and varying 
labour market ties, for instance, have not hindered men in monopolising 

2 



the political arena, a fact that the above approach to the question ignores. 
Municipal governments are a lot less examined than national ones in the 
political science literature, but they may in fact provide a good forum for 
seeking answers to the question why it took so long for women to be 
elected to (national) legislatures. In most countries women won the 
municipal vote long before the national suffrage, at a time when women's 
movements and feminism were flourishing. Women even held public 
offices on municipal level in the 19th century and the early 20th century, in 
numbers unparallelled until the last two decades, as was the case in 
Reykjavik, Iceland. By examining the decline of women's representation 
in municipal governments we may gain better knowledge of the autonomy 
of the political sphere, as well as provide adequate answers to Pateman's 
question. I maintain that the political system is worth exploring as a 
relatively autonomous system. Male monopoly of political power must 
have its roots in that system. The dissertations makes use of patriarchal 
theories in order to illuminate this point. 

Research on the significance of women's entry into national legislatures is 
controversial, as well as being scant (but see e.g. Vallance 1979; Vallance & 
Davies 1986; Harrison 1986; Randall 1987: 151-156; Refsgaard 1989,1990; 
Skjeie 1991, 1993; Norris 1996). The study presented here draws a clear 
picture. Women on the Reykjavik town council concerned themselves with 
the children of the town, the poor, the sick and the elderly, in other words, 
they brought new issues to the council and managed to introduce the 
beginnings of a welfare state in the town. On the other hand, when women 
acted collectively to gain authority as women in certain instances, they met 
with resistance. This can only be explained by referring to the political 
system as a relatively autonomous system, where men monopolised power. 

The Story of the Project 

This research project has a long and, for the most part, happy history. 
Beginning as a B.A. thesis at the University of Iceland in 1977, it has 
produced two books and a number of commentaries, lectures and articles 
(see Auöur Styrkàrsdóttir 1982; 1985; 1994; 1997a). The history of the 
project is worth some comments. It is strongly tied to the evolution of both 
feminist research and political science over the past 20 years. Looking 
back, I find several things striking. 
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First, feminist discourse and feminist research has come a long way 
from the 1970s, theoretically and intellectually. Reading my B.A. thesis 
from 1977,1 am deeply shocked by its often arrogant and demeaning tone. 
The young researcher was certainly sure of herself and her academic tools. 
The old women's movement of Iceland was for her a peculiar curiosity. 
No attempt was made to question the academic tools, the presumptions 
underlying the analysis, or the conclusions that were to be drawn, to say 
nothing of the lessons that feminists of modern times might draw from the 
activities of their foremothers. 

The young researcher concluded that the early women's movement in 
Iceland had failed in its struggle to gain social recognition and power. That 
failure was presented as being partly due to circumstances and partly of 
women's own making, for theirs was a 'wrong ideology', i.e. both reformist 
and bourgeois. The women's movement was presented as just another 
interest group making claims upon a (mostly) sympathetic political 
audience. These claims were likened to the claims made by labour unions 
about participation and fair share of power, even in a period in Icelandic 
history where labour-unions hardly existed. The wonderfully rich discourse 
and political nuances and shiftings of late 19th and early 20th century in 
Iceland went for the most part unnoticed. This critical point in Icelandic 
political history, where enduring patterns were being shaped and made, 
were not treated as critical points merit. Nor were the claims of the 
women's movement taken seriously. I did not ask the basic questions: What 
were these claims really about? Where did they come from? What would 
happen if they were fulfilled? Worst of all, the fundamental question of the 
relationship between the sexes was not explored. The message of the whole 
project was that the old women's movements road towards a new world 
could not be travelled again. Nothing could be learned. 

My thesis was thought worthy of publication, and so it appeared to the 
public in 1982 in a slightly revised version (see Auöur Styrkàrsdóttir 1982). 
Later that year two women's lists were entered at local elections in Iceland, 
one in the capital, Reykjavik, the other in the second largest town of 
Iceland, Akureyri. Both made significant dents in the political landscapes 
of the respective towns. The women's list in Reykjavik received 10.9 
percent of the vote and won 2 of the 21 seats on the town council. The 
women's list in Akureyri received 17.4 percent of the vote and won 2 of 
the 11 seats on the town council. The uproar in the political system during 
and around the elections in both towns was interesting (see e.g. 
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Guömundur Saemundsson 1982). For a political scientist this should have 
been heaven. It was, however, somewhat more unsettling than delightful 
because of the newly published book. Political science had not been able to 
prepare me for this event in Icelandic history. In fact, nothing I had read 
could have prepared me for this. 

In 1983, women's lists were entered in three of Iceland's eight 
constituencies at national legislative level. Those lists received 5.5 percent 
of the national vote. The three women from the Women's Alliance 
(Kvennalistinn) who took their seats that autumn on Aljringi, the national 
legislature of Iceland, helped bring women's representation from a dismal 
5 percent to a slightly more respectable 15 percent. Women's lists have 
since become an enduring mark in the political landscape of Iceland, both 
locally and nationally.2 The events of the years passed have led to a 
sharpening of my academic tools. More importantly, they have also led to 
various reflections on political science, political theory, and feminist 
theory. Some of these reflections are shared with the reader in the 
following pages. 

However, the young researcher did have her excuses. The lack of 
attention paid to, and the unimaginative treatment of the details 
surrounding the old women's movement characterized political science in 
the 1970s, and other disciplines for that matter.31 was far from alone in 
assuming that the women's movement had been just another interest 
group, representing a section of the population that progress and more 
enlightenment would gradually incorporate into the political process of 
20th century democracy. Although a few feminists were doing path-
breaking research into the older and newer women's movements, this 
research was either lost on me or I did not find them useful in the Icelandic 
setting.4 Feminist theory and research, including feminist political theory 
and research, was also in its infancy and had to evolve further from the 
established theses and axioms on women that could be found at that time 
within the social sciences. 

2 Information about the lists are provided in Table 1., p. 60. 
3 Many feminist researchers have described the silence they found within the sciences on 
women and women's history when they began doing research in the early 1970s. See e.g. 
Lykke (1985), and Berg (1985). 
41 would especially like to mention Freeman's book of 1975.1 would have gained insights 
and inspirations from that book in 1977, and undoubtedly more academic courage. 
Freeman's discussion of relative deprivation would, for instance, have been helpful. 
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In 1993 I decided that I had enough material for another book on the 
women's movement in Iceland. The results of the study were published in 
1994. I had spent considerable portions of my spare time in researching 
further the actions of the women elected from women's lists on the town 
council of Reykjavik in the years 1908-1922.1 spent the academic year of 
1991-1992 as a graduate student of p olitical science at the State University 
of New York at Albany. I used every available opportunity (and more) to 
search for material on the older women's movements. I did the same 
during the fall semester spent in Umeå in 1996.1 felt that my earlier work 
needed both more empirical research, and theoretical pondering. This 
feeling was for a large part driven by the nagging thought that I had not 
done these women justice; I might even have distorted their ideas as well 
as those of other significant actors. Whatever can be said about my earlier 
work, my love for history had not waned in the process of writing, nor had 
my appetite for detail or my commitment to the women's cause. 

As I turned to the international academic community for aid in my 
writing, the theses put forward, and the conclusions to be drawn, I was 
amazed by the volumes of work that had been produced. Virtual 
floodgates have been opened in all continents. The research has reached a 
point where different countries can be compared at many levels, and 
conclusions drawn on firm ground. Most striking of all, however, is the 
fact that historians and sociologists have a lot more to offer than political 
scientists, beginning as early as 1980 to produce interesting and workable 
thesis like 'domestic feminism'.5 The emphasis now is on the feminist 
movement's ideas and actions, seen within the larger framework of society, 
but first and foremost as a serious movement worthy of our full attention. 
All possible angles are now being explored. 

Refreshing as this change may be, it is unfortunate that political 
scientists have not drawn upon this research to extend and refine the 
discipline, although there are a few and noteworthy individuals now 
attempting such projects (e.g. Phillips 1991; Skocpol 1992; Jónasdóttir 1994; 
Gustafsson 1997; see also Carroll & Zerilli 1993). Pateman's comment that 
most research in political science is still guided by the assumption that 
relations between the sexes and the structure of domestic life are irrelevant 
to politics, holds true. 

5 See Blair (1980). The term 'domestic feminism' is even older than her book, but here it was 
given a distinct political ingredient. 
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Pateman's comments need some refinements, however. The past 20 
years have seen a steadily growing body of feminist political scientists who 
are interested in precisely those kinds of questions (see e.g. Carroll & 
Zerilli 1993). They have, however, not been integrated into current political 
science textbooks or mainstream research, to the detriment of both. 
Moreover, reading of the work done by the first generation of political 
scientists, and social scientists in general, reveals that they were indeed 
guided by the assumption that the relations between the sexes were highly 
relevant to the public world of politics. Somewhere in the not so distant 
past, political scientists turned their backs upon this assumption, and upon 
women as well. Political science became the science of men, and for men. 

A Note on Sources and Method 

The study on Reykjavik is for the most part based on primary sources. 
These include an examination of the newspapers and magazines that 
existed at the period of my study, reading of memoirs and biographies, 
and the scouring of the archives of Reykjavik's town council as well as the 
archives of the National Library. On numerous occasions I would have 
preferred more sources rather than less. Study on local government is 
rendered more difficult than a study on national government, at least in 
Iceland. For instance, the minute books of Al^ingi, the Icelandic 
parliament, are meticulous, recounting in detail every speech held. In 
contrast, the Reykjavik town council minute books are extremely brief. 
Debates are not recorded and it is rarely specified which councillor 
initiates a certain issue. I have supplemented the minute books with other 
available material, including memoirs of councillors and the press. 

Unfortunately, very few town councillors wrote their memoirs, and 
those who did seem to have regarded their town council work as 
secondary to other aspects of their lives. No woman town councillor wrote 
her memoirs. One of them, however, wrote letters to her daughter who 
lived in Copenhagen in the years 1910-1917. That same woman was the 
owner and editress of the Women's Paper (Kvennabladid) which carried 
news of women's political activities inside Iceland as well as abroad. The 
letters and the Women's Paper are invaluable sources. The story tends to 
be one-sided, however, because of the paucity of the sources, and the 
reader should keep this in mind. I cannot say that 'the story has been told', 
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as many issues may simply be irrecoverable due to this problem with the 
sources and the lack of material which could help bring all sides equally 
into the picture. 

The rich details of the Icelandic study are necessary, not only because it 
is a pioneering study. I follow Ruth Lane's advise that a model in political 
science should define politics as "the strategic interaction of persons and 
other actors, who have different beliefs, attitudes, values, and goals as they 
decide particular conflicts over the distribution of resources and general 
issues of political rules within a context of norms, expectations, and 
institutions." (Lane 1997:10). Often we hear the statement that this or that 
public policy would have prospered, but 'politics' killed it. This statement 
often means that selfish people with selfish agendas used their official 
positions and their resources to protect their own skins or their own turf. 
As Ruth Lane rightly points out, political science does not turn its back on 
such mendacity, but pounces on it. This begs for a rigorous scrutiny of 
primary sources. 

I also believe that in order to create adequate theory, political science 
needs to adhere to Ruth Lane's principle of 'overriding concern for 
specificity' (see Lane 1997: 29). Concrete theory and its method are 
explained in chapter 1.1. of this dissertation. Let it suffice to say here that 
concrete theory is a kind of theory that, rather than rising above political 
processes to form conceptual frameworks by means of which events can be 
categorized, it cuts to fundamental behavioural processes that underlie 
political outcomes. The concrete theoretical approach strives at 
universality, just as much as the abstract approach. The abstract approach 
does this by mounting from reality to ever higher concepts; the concrete 
approach strives to achieve universality - by burrowing (see Lane 1997: 27-
28). This means a careful scrutiny and a sifting through of all available 
material in order to grasp the political process buried underneath. In order 
to adequately answer Pateman's questions and to examine the relationship 
between women's suffrage, political institutions and patriarchal power, we 
need to pay extremely close attention to details. 

A Note on References 

The non-Icelandic reader will probably become confused over the system 
I use in referring to Icelandic authors. Those readers are asked to keep in 
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mind that to an Icelander their system is equally confusing. This is a study 
on Iceland, and as an Icelander I feel compelled to use the system I grew 
up with and which is an integral part of being an Icelander. In fact, in these 
days of globalization and merging states, this may be the last vestige of 
being truly 'Icelandic'. The name system in Iceland also exemplifies in an 
important way the 'backwardness' of the country, which is a relevant 
thesis of this dissertation. 

The Icelandic name system is simple. My name is Auöur, but my father's 
name is Styrkâr. I am Styrkarsdóttir, literally the daugther of Styrkâr (the s 
beetween Styrkâr and dóttir (daughter) designates the genitive). In Iceland, 
I cannot be referred to as Styrkarsdóttir, as that is not my name; it simply 
states that I am the daughter of a man named Styrkâr. My father, on the 
other hand, was Styrkâr Sveinbjörnsson, or Styrkâr the son of Sveinbjörn. 
Looking me up, for instance in the telephone directory in Iceland, requires 
that you search, first for Auôur, and then for Styrkârsdottir. The same 
applies to Icelandic authors referred to in this dissertation.6 

(Incidentally, the Icelandic name system allows that people can be their 
mother's daughters or sons. It is therefore not a patronym-system, 
although matronyms are very rare. No matronyms are found in this 
dissertation). 

The Plan of the Dissertation 

This dissertion is divided into three parts. Part I explores political science, 
political theory, and women, and how women's struggle for suffrage and 
reform have been presented, and my suggestion on how they should be 
presented. Part I is intended to provide an answer to Pateman's first 
question: Why did it take so much longer for women than men to win the 
vote? Chapter 1.1 is about political science, political theory, and women. It 
reviews the literature of political theory and political science on women. 
The chapter also lays the grounds for my own theoretical approach of 
studying gendered power relations. Iceland enters the picture as offering a 
unique opportunity to political science to link theory with history and 

6 An exception is made, however, in the case of Anna G. Jónasdóttir. She is an Icelander, to 
be sure, but she has also made her name within the political science and feminist theory 
community under her patronym, i.e. as Jónasdóttir. 
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praxis. Chapter 1.2 examines the 19th century development of moderni­
zation and democratization and their effect upon the position of women. 
The focus is on the political processes that led to the rise of women's 
suffrage movements. The 19th century women's suffrage struggle is 
without doubt the largest of all social movements; political science, 
however, has never used that struggle in theory building, neither on social 
movements nor in democratic theory. 

In Part II I apply my theoretical approach and the conclusions reached in 
Part I to Iceland. This part of the dissertation examines the relationship 
between women's suffrage, political institutions and patriarchal power, an 
aspect ignored by most political scientists. Iceland offers an opportunity 
to examine this aspect in extremely rich detail. Women's lists were run at 
elections for the town council in Reykjavik at a time when the political 
system was undergoing vast changes and political parties were being born. 
Patterns were laid that affected the future in determinative ways. By 
examining the development in Reykjavik, Iceland, in the years 1908-1922, 
I provide answers to Pateman's questions on why it took women so long to 
get elected to national legislatures, and what was the political significance 
of women's entry into legislatures. Part II is divided into 5 chapters; 
chapter II.l introduces 19th and early 20th century Icelandic society and 
politics to the reader and examines the development of both; chapter II.2 
examines political groups in Reykjavik in the years 1905-1918 and their 
development; chapter II.3 deals extensively with the women's lists in 
Reykjavik in 1908-1916; chapter II.4 examines the policies that women 
councillors put forward; and chapter II.5 examines the patriarchal defenses 
on the town council. 

Part III of the dissertation consists of the concluding chapter. Here, I 
evaluate my contribution to a) providing answers to Pateman's three 
questions with the empirical material, and b) in improving the theory on 
women's movements and women as political agents. I will also take a look 
at the road that further research must travel. 
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Part I 





Chapter I.l 

Theory and Method 
Reflections on Political Science and Women 

Whoever decides what the game is about 
decides also who can get into the game. 

(Schattschneider 1960:105) 

Introduction 

In 1836 Charles Norton barred his wife access to their London home, and 
forbade her to see their three children, then two, five and seven years of 
age. In the next days, months and years, Caroline Norton found she had no 
legal rights of property ownership; everything she earned, owned or 
inherited belonged to her husband; she could not decide where her 
children lived or how they were to be educated, and she had no right to 
access to her children if divorced by her husband or separated by him. In 
short, the father's right was absolute (see Forster 1984). 

This came as a great shock to Caroline Norton. She threw aside the 
advise of friends and family to be 'cautious' in order not to enrage her 
husband so that she might never see her children. Caroline Norton fought 
back. In that process, she discovered that hers was not even the worst case 
in the land. No court, whether civil or ecclesiastical, would find for the 
mother. 

Caroline Norton studied the law diligently in the years to come, and 
argued with lawmakers. In 1839, Parliament passed the Infant Custody 
Act which allowed children under seven years of age to reside with the 
mother, if the Lord Chancellor agreed to it, and if the mother was of good 
character. In 1857 a bill on The Reform of the Marriage and Divorce Laws 
became law, allowing wives to inherit and bequeath property, and a 
divorced wife to keep her earnings. Both laws were the result of Caroline 
Norton's unerring campaign for married women's rights. 
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Across the Atlantic, in the small, prosperous New York town of 
Johnstown, another young woman, Elizabeth Cady, was being educated 
in what it meant to be a woman, especially a married woman. As a little 
girl, she had listened to her father, a wealthy judge, explain to distraught 
and anxious women that he could not help them win back the farm, or the 
goods, or whatever it was that their husbands had mortgaged, sold, or 
even gambled away. They were married. What had been theirs now 
belonged to their husbands (Forster 1984). It took Elizabeth Cady until 
1848 to formulate her thoughts on women's rights. When she and four 
other women presented a Declaration of Sentiment at the Seneca Falls 
Convention, they began a fight that was to last seventy-two years in 
America, until women got the vote on equal terms with men in 1920. 

In 1851, in Iceland, Katrin Skuladóttir was engaged to be married to a 
25 year old man. As Katrin was only a girl of eleven, the marriage was to 
take place when she had matured sufficiently. Katrin Sküladottir was not 
asked wether she wanted to marry this man, as such was not the custom in 
her family, one of the wealthiest and prestigeous ones in the country. 
When she divorced her husband in 1872, Katrin Skuladóttir found herself 
impoverished for her husband had squandered all her dowry as well as 
all her inheritance (see Guöjon Friöriksson 1997). 

Political Science and Women 

We cannot even begin to explain Caroline Norton's life as a married 
woman in 19th century England, or Elizabeth Cady Stanton's relentless 
fight for women's franchise, or Katrin Skuladóttir fortune, without 
accounting for male power. All else is folly. The 19th century changing 
patriarchal system in Europe and America will be explored in chapter 1.2. 
At this point I find it necessary to stress that political science has to come to 
terms with the fact that within the discipline there is now a considerable 
gap in the knowledge about the relations between the sexes. It also has to 
face the implications that this relationship may have had, and continues 
to have, for political life. The knowledge gap is manifold and its 
consequences harmful, both to political science and women, as shall be 
argued here. 

In 1955 Maurice Du verger called for more research on women and their 
role in political life. In his book, Duverger tried to shift the attention of the 
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international political science community from how women voted to the 
more pressing problems of how officeholding and female underrepresen­
tation itself presented a problem. His call for more research went 
unheeded. So did his words that the lack of female representation in 
Europe might be due to simple male conspiracy of some sort. It was left 
to feminist political scientists to take Duverger's call seriously. Some have 
done so, but surprisingly few.1 Pateman's comments on the failure of 
political science to see the relations between the sexes as relevant to public 
life therefore also reflect a gap within the knowledge of feminist political 
theory and feminist political research. 

The feminist demands of late 19th and early 20th centuries upon the 
political system, whether they be the franchise or improved conditions for 
working mothers or school meals for poor children, created what the 
American feminist Katharine Anthony called 'a spectacle of official 
diplomacy' (Anthony 1915: 132).2 Being both a pragmatist and a realist, 
Anthony observed that watchful feminists might learn a great deal from 
the spectacle thus created. The 'spectacle of official diplomacy', in turn, 
affected the strategies and ideas of the women's movements. In the end, 
watchful feminists came to agree with those political thinkers, social 
scientists, and politicians, who maintained that politics was a man's game. 
This conclusion was often reached after heart-breaking experience. The 
'spectacle' created in the exchange between feminists and the official 
diplomacy, gave rise to theories of patriarchy. The feminist side 

1 Not until very recently, for instance, have feminist political scientists ventured on a 
detailed study of nom inations within political parties, that locii of (male) political power. 
Nor ris & Lovenduski 's book of 1995 is, in fact, one of only two empirical monographs on 
the subject of political recruitment in English, the other being Gallagher's & Marsh's book of 
1988. 
2 Speaking about the maternity system in Germany, which feminists had invented and 
brought about through male politicians and bureaucrats, Anthony goes on to warn the 
reader that governments will find their own reasons for implementing programs intended 
to change and enhance women's positions. Thus, German newspapers and politicians 
talked about the need to keep soldiers content and the population replenished when 
speaking about maternity insurance. This was not what feminists had in mind when they 
drew up the program. Their aim was to gain societal compensation for working women 
during child-birth. But, as Anthony so amptly pointed out, governments will need to 'find 
masculine reasons which the masculine mind will understand', thus warning women to 
take care when presenting programs primarily beneficial to women. Women understood 
this very early in the political game. Arguments that the suffrage was essential to good 
motherhood were thus much more likely to gain sympathetic ears of male politicians than 
logic and reason. Women's demands and programs are often elaborately clothed to hide 
their real intent. 
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condemned such a system, while most social and political theorists firmly 
supported it. For these were also the times of the beginning of the social 
sciences. Very few of the so-called 'founding fathers' did not touch upon 
'the woman question' at one time or another in their career.3 In the 
following sections I will give an account on how some of the most 
important political theorists and social scientists of the past presented the 
question. This account is relevant for three reasons. 

First, it is important to show how closely intertwined the social theories 
were to the politics of the day. Theories never operate in a vaccum, devoid 
of values, fears, longings, or dreams. This is perhaps nowhere as clear as in 
theoretical attempts at explaining women's place in society. Instead of 
treating this as an individual social scientist's occacional 'lap' from science 
to values, we should see this as a serious problem for political science, and 
social science in general. Not only have these 'laps' had dire consequences 
for women - political theory, as well as political science as a project, is all 
the poorer for the lack of a full understanding of the processes of political 
life. We should look upon this early theory-building as serious enterprises, 
perhaps even providing a platform on which to build further theories and 
generate new hypotheses. The thought is at least worth some consider­
ation. 

Second, we may learn a great deal about women's place in society 
through the writings of older theorists and social scientists. Social theories 
in many ways affected the policies and politics of their time, and they 
continue to do so.4 Therefore, a study of those theories is in itself an 
interesting project (although at some times infuriating, as Anthony 
warned). It is of course often impossibly difficult to see which came first, 
the theory or the practice. However, that is not the main object of my 
venture. The important pointof study here is the relationship between 
ideas, interests and political action. 

Third, the study of those ideas usually renders a surprisingly clear 
account on how male power is used, or thought to be used, to subject 

3 On the origins and usages of the term 'the woman question' in the 19th century, see Offen 
(1985: footnote 2). A much overlooked work on how 'the woman question' affected social 
scientists in different countries is Kandal (1988). 
4 For instance, consider the effect of the census data in Iceland from 1801-1970 where 
married women were automatically classified as 'dependents' except when their husbands 
were ill or without work. The effect is twofold: a) women's actual contribution is 
irrecoverably lost, and b) women's work is discredited as the implication is that women 
were not working. 
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women to a subordinate position in society. The theories present in one 
form or another some notion of patriarchal power, male domination, 
patriarchal systems, or whatever else we might wish to name the gendered 
power relations that we find at most given points of history. My 
suggestion to feminist political scientists, including myself, is that we 
should study these theorists carefully in order to learn more about how 
the power relations are projected in theoretical terms at different times. 
Male gender identities play a large role in shaping policies and political 
outlooks as well as sustaining solidarities. They should be taken seriously 
as independent entities with causes and consequences.5 In monopolic 
settings, such identities play an important role in justifying and main­
taining women's subordination. The 19th century saw the rise of two 
distinct political phenomena that were strictly male identified and who, in 
turn, strengthened male identities. The one was political parties, the other 
elections. Women's exclusion from both not only gave rise to women's 
separate social and political activities. In some countries it also created a 
specific political culture that can only be described as male oriented, with 
drinking, swaggering bosteriousness, and even evil-tempered fights 
between supporters of different candidates being the usual procedure at 
rallys and election-meetings.6 

Last, but not least, the conclusion I came to after reading of political 
theorists, past and present, is simple. Political theory detoriated sharply 
after the first two or three decades of the 20th century. Silence replaced the 
(often) detailed and painfully conscious theoretical postulations of political 

5 For analysis of male gender identities in 19th and early 20th century England and North-
America, see Mangan & Walvin (1987). For the influence these identities had on political 
behaviour in the same period, see Baker, J. H. (1983), and Baker, P. (1985, esp. footnote 27, 
p. 628). 
6 An illuminating account on how elections were conducted in the USA and England in the 
19th century is found in Morgan (1988). A good historical account on elections in Reykjavik 
in the 19th century is found in Guöjon Friöriksson (1988). Similiar accounts may be found 
for other countries, but on the whole this seems to be a much neglected area of study. One 
of t he reasons many proponents of w omen's suffrage held forward was the beneficial 
influence women's presence would have upon men's behaviour, e.g. in polling places (see 
Hollis 1989: 52). Thus, in Australia, where women won the national vote for the 
Commonwealth as early as 1902, the good influence of w omen upon politics was often 
cited as one of t he main justifications for women's suffrage. Thus, the Premier of Victor ia 
said in his speech in 1908 when recommending women's suffrage in the state legislature: '... 
their influence of public meetings had been good, and that now, instead of cries and groans 
and all that kind of th ing characterizing the meetings, the influence of women has made a 
complete change.' (IWSA 1909: 83). 
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thinkers and scientists, ranging from Thomas Hobbes to Max Weber. As 
the 20th century wore on, the silence was at best broken by observable and 
measurable 'facts', at worst by harmful postulations about women's 
political nature. The overall conclusion is that 17th and 18th century 
theorists provide a better starting point for study on how the relations 
between the sexes and the structure of domestic life affect the public world 
of politics than most of t he political theorists who shaped political theory 
and political science as we know it today. This conclusion fuelled my own 
speculations about suitable theories for the early women's movement in 
Reykjavik, Iceland. I will return to these speculations after reviewing the 
state of the discipline. 

Political Theory: A Promising Beginning 

It is of course difficult to pinpoint the exact beginning of social or political 
theorizing, since both have been with us since at least Plato and 
Aristoteles. A good point to start is the late 17th and early 18th century 
when modern liberal theory had its first manifestations in practice (and 
vice versa). Here we find Thomas Hobbes and John Locke preoccupied 
with this interesting project: How did women fit into the new social and 
political order that both saw rising from the rubbles of feudal kingdoms? 
Neither assumed that women had no role to play, either in the old or the 
new order. On the contrary, both treated the woman question with great 
seriousness and thoughtful pondering, as that question was a central part 
of the changes that society and the political system were undergoing in 
England at that time. The power of kings in Europe was eroding and a 
new system dawning. Representation of whom, by who, became the 
central issues on the political agenda. Traditions, customs, and simply 
favouritism, were attacked on all fronts by crusaders of a new order based 
on written law and constitution. 

The new system became based on property, as the old had in important 
ways. However, a new dimension was added explicitly for the first time: 
that of sex. Sex became the primary division in social and political rights, 
carefully stated in laws and political rethoric of the times. Property rights 
were secondary, as evidenced in both the exclusion of unmarried or 
widowed women of property and later the gaining of suffrage for married 
women before they had status as legal persons. 
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Although political theories are poor substitutes for reality, we can trace 
in them echos of t he rethoric of t he day, the justifications, and sometimes 
even the real reasons behind 'the spectacle' - the interests at stake, and 
what social changes were perceived to challenge those interests. To this 
we may add that the political theorists of the 17th, 18th, and even the 19th 
centuries were also engaged in practical politics in various ways, thus 
being no outsiders or objective watchers. 

The classical liberal theorists are by now well analyzed by feminist 
scholars (e.g. Okin 1979; Hemes 1982; Eduards et.al. 1983; Jones & 
Jónasdóttir 1988; Pateman 1989; Phillips 1991; Coole 1993; Jónasdóttir 
1994). Not enough emphasis can be placed on how very much aware 
classical liberal theorists were of the male political and social worlds of 
their times. In Hobbes's Leviathan, for instance, women's subordination 
can be seen as originating in the state of nature by sheer force on behalf of 
the male population where men usurped women's natural rights.7 Male 
supremacy is therefore, according to Hobbes, not a natural thing but based 
on pure and simple force - not a pretty picture indeed (but then, his was 
not a pretty age). John Locke did not offer any explanation as to why 
women should not have political power in spite of being both equal and 
free in the state of nature. His position on the marriage contract was very 
clear, however. We cannot have 'different wills' competing within families, 
as this will endanger procreation and inheritance. Since it is necessary, 
according to Locke, to place dominion somewhere, this 'naturally' falls 
upon the man's share as the abler and stronger (Locke 1967: 157).8 But 
women had participated in public life and politics in the past, and were 
doing so at the time of Locke's writings and political manouveours. 

7The passage of in terest here reads as follows: ".. there is not alwayes that difference of 
strength, or prudence between the man and the woman, as that the right can be determined 
without War. In Common-wealths, this controversie is decided by the Civill-Law: and for 
the most part, (but not alwayes) the sentence is in favour of the Father, because for the most 
part Common-wealths have been erected by the Fathers, not by the Mothers of families." 
(Hobbes 1970). One can easily deduce from this that women are not bound to the 
commonwealth in any way - a fact that feminists were quick to point out and use in their 
rethoric. 
8 One hundred years later, these words were echoed in an equity court in South Carolina, 
USA, where the defence stated that, '... the separation of interests between husband and 
wife, produced by marriage settlements, is calculated to produce many mischiefs, discords, 
loose morals and other ill effects.' (Kerber 1980: 141). By that time it was becoming 
increasingly difficult for women to defend their property and inheritance rights against the 
rule of 'coverture', i.e. where women's property is seen as belonging to the husband as if it 
were his own. 
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Locke was both a politician who fought for a new political order based 
on private property, and a politicial theorist who justified the new order 
with the term 'natural right'. This new system made individual men the 
sole head of the household, with property rights, inheritance rights, as well 
as political rights, conferred upon him, and him alone. This system cut 
through the former system, or systems, of kinship rights and alliances, 
where women were sometimes treated in their own right, or as part of 
their own kinship group with independent property and inheritance. 

In this light, Mary Astell's criticism of 17th century liberal theory and 
practice becomes all the more important. When Mary asked in 1706: "If all 
men are born free, how is it that all women are born slaves?", she was in all 
probability not refering to the current situation but expressing her fears 
about times to come and the ongoing social and political changes. Locke's 
theory, and practice, postulated political life as an individual male 
endeavour. But then, Locke was the typical Whig of h is time, "at all times 
putting party and preferment over principle" (Springborg 1995: 621). As 
so often, political theory was meshed in the social and political changes 
and interests of the day, with one giving nourishment to the other. By the 
middle of the 18th century, the Whigs and their principles had become 
firmly established in English political life. Women became slaves - in law if 
not in practice. The same development can be witnessed in many 
European countries as feudal kingdoms, based upon kinship groups and 
kinship alliances eroded. 

Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries the woman question continued 
to remain at the center of political debates. Women did not keep silent 
under the new order of things, any more than they had in the past, as 
recent historical work more and more shows (e.g. Boulding 1992; Lerner 
1993; Scott 1996). By the late 19th century, Theodore Roszak concludes, '... 
[the subject of women] had become one of the most earth-shaking debates 
in the Western world, fully as explosive an issue as the class or national 
conflicts of the day...' (Roszak 1969: 88). The public and the private had 
been firmly separated in theory, and in practice in the world of e lections, 
parties and officialdom, leaving all women out of political participation in 
terms of formal representation and legislation-making. Legislation-making 
became more all-encompassing as national states expanded. Women's 
political participation through civic movements and social reform was 
considerable and wide-ranging. The erosion of property restrictions as 
perquisites for male suffrage made it absolutely clear to all that formal 
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participation had all along rested on sex, not property. This evolution had 
invigorating and stimulating effects on the women's movement, making 
many civic-minded women of the time all the more determined in their 
efforts to win the franchise. 

The social changes of the 19th century brought a new class of pro­
fessionals into being. Social science has its origin in 19th century reform 
movements that tried to make sense of and find relief from the horrendous 
problems that the industrial revolution with the new social relationships 
and political order inflicted upon individuals and families.9 Some came 
to see those problems as inevitable evils of industrialization and 
capitalism. Others saw them as curable by gradual reform through the 
application of scientifically proved methods. Whatever the preferences, the 
social scientist that did not address the woman question was very rare 
indeed. Alexis de Tocqueville, John Stuart Mill, Emile Durkheim, Max 
Weber, Robert Michels, Georg Simmel, and Wilfred Pareto, to name but a 
few, applied themselves seriously and with concern to the problems they 
saw facing women by and through the tumults of the industrial revolution 
and the changing social and political order.10 The 19th and early 20th 
century theorists wrote at a time when the women's movement was 
particularly strong, and their theories were subsequently influenced by the 
demands and rethoric of the day. By studying these theories we will not 
only learn something about women's position in the day and age of the 
theorist. We will learn something about political science as a discipline as 
well, its strength, its weaknesses, and its historical evolution. 

The Lessons to be Learnt 

At least three conclusions may be drawn from this reading. The first is that 
the early theorists of social science were not silent on women. Many of 

9 Among the books written on the origin of po litical science and the social sciences are, for 
the USA, Haskell (1977), and Seidelman (1984). For England, see Soffer (1978), and 
Rowbotham (1994). A good overview on the origins and development of the social sciences 
in various countries is found in Skocpol & Rueschemeyer (eds) (1996), esp. 'Introduction' by 
the editors, and Katznelson's chapter; see also McDonald (1993). 
10 See Kandal (1988). Kandal confines his book to the founding fathers of sociological theory. 
Another work, no less important, on 19th and early 20th century women social theorists is 
Rosenberg (1982), and McDonald (1994). The works of th ese women, and more, are not 
included in textbooks, posing yet another project for social and political scientists. Why the 
silence on these women? See also Lichtblau (1993). 
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them devoted considerable parts of their work to this subject. What is 
surprising is therefore not their silence, but the silence of 20th century 
political science. Their works on women are not mentioned in textbooks, 
and sometimes relevant chapters on women are omitted from their proper 
places in publications.11 

John Stuart Mill's, The Subjection of Women, is rarely taken as part of his 
larger social and political theorizing, not even by feminist political 
theorists and scientists. Yet, precisely this work may be his single most 
comprehensive analysis on the value of participation for democratic, 
industrialized society, as well as being an analysis of how relations in 
domestic life affect the public world of politics. In the same vein, de 
Tocqueville's passages on women have a clear value for his thesis on 
how the democratic order affects private lives (see Kandal 1988: 253). 
We may also glimpse in his work the prophecy of the future strength 
of the women's movement in America. These passages are rarely 
mentioned. 

Max Weber, echoing Hobbes's thesis on men's usurpation of power 
through superior strength, went on to elaborate on the attitudes of world 
religions toward women in his Economy and History. In his final lectures, 
Weber attempted to point out the male bias in so-called 'objective' culture 
and reason and logic, including his own work (Kandal 1988: 156). 
Although being of obvious value to discussion on value-free science, these 
are never mentioned in textbooks on Weber.12 

John Burgess's theses on the value of women's voluntary work for the 
political community is never treated in political theory or political science 
textbooks. John Burgess was the first director of graduate studies in 
political science in the United States, at Columbia University 1880, and 
thus held the future of an academic discipline in his hands. Like other 
social scientist of his time, he gave the woman question serious attention. 
Burgess opposed women's suffrage - on the grounds that the suffrage 
would lead to women abandoning their voluntary projects, thus leaving a 
gap that only the state could fill. Being a staunch adherent of limited state 
power, Burgess saw this as a turn for the worse (see Nelson 1989). 
Women's individual rights should thus be sacrificed for a limited state. 

11 See e.g. references in footnote 10. 
12 A recent example is Morrison's textbook on Marx, Durkheim, and Weber; Morrison 
(1995). 
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Burgess's English collegue, Ernest Barker, the first to hold a chair in 
political science at Cambridge (1928), also gave women's suffrage some 
thought. Being no anti-feminist, Barker thought, however, that individual 
rights for women would threaten the cohesion of the family and society at 
large. In 1915 Burgess therefore proposed progress in these matters 
through cautious and gradual experiment (Barker 1915). Most politicians 
of the day seemed to be set on this cautious road. 

The examples cited above give a clear picture of how seriously the 
woman's question was treated in the early days of social science, also within 
political science. True, some gave little or no thought to the matter (Karl 
Marx in particular). Others devoted a considerable period of their lifetime to 
this problem (John Stuart Mill, Georg Simmel). It was considered worthy of 
elaborate preponderance and consideration within a larger social and 
political framework. Most of the theorists felt that the very fabrics of society 
would be torn to pieces by the ongoing changes. Some, Durkheim, Burgess 
and Barker, for instance, feared that women's enfranchisement would erode 
the fabrics to the detriment of (hu)man happiness. Very few considered how 
it felt to be a woman in the society they analyzed or envisioned (the 
noteworthy exceptions are John Stuart Mill and Georg Simmel). 

The second conclusion to be drawn from a survey of the 19th century 
budding discipline of social sciences is this: women were seen as the 
stabilizing force in society. They were the bearers and nurturers of future 
generations, and sometimes even the bearers of superior moral values. Social 
science concerned itself with the larger social order, the social fabric, and the 
conflicts, in a rapidly changing society where men needed to find solid 
ground somewhere under their feet. The rapid social changes of the 18th 
and 19th centuries resulted first in optimism where men saw in the family a 
nursery for the civic virtues that the new order required and needed; when 
the problems escalated many took on a pessimistic view and came to see the 
family as a refuge from the evils of society and the expanding state (Allen 
1982: 332; also Davidoff 1993: 9). Seeing the home as a nursery of civic 
virtues almost begs for a mother engaged in civic work. Such visions are 
invigorating for women and stimulate their empowerment. On the other 
hand, the view of the family as a refuge from evil, subjects women totally to 
the private sphere. In this sense, it was unfortunate that the social sciences 
had their foundation in the latter part of t he century instead of the earlier, 
more optimistic one. The most obvious point is, however, as political theorist 
Susan M. Okin puts it, that philosopers have asked 'What are men like?' 
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when laying foundation for their political theories. When turning to women, 
however, they have been guided by a functionalist attitude and asked 'What 
are women for?' (Okin 1979: 10). Women were not seen as autonomous 
individuals, but almost always in their relations to men, or rather, in those 
relations that could possibly benefit men, individually and socially. Their 
theories are essentially theories on patriarchal power. 

The third conclusion to be drawn from the reading of the early theorists 
is that their theses simultaneously echo and were echoed in the political 
rethoric of their times. The theorists were not alone in their fear that the 
fabrics of society were eroding; this was a very common, and strongly felt, 
19th century view. The women's movement was itself a response to the 
erosion of female power in society which had in meaningful ways split 
into two sections, the place of work and the place of home. Women's role 
was usually seen as important and even vital to the social fabric, but 
women were left without formal public power. Public power became 
more and more a purely male universal activity in the 19th century. This in 
turn uplifted and stimulated a public male gendered identity.13 

These changes, and the consequental rethorics, created a dynamic 
exchange between the women's movement on the one hand, and 
politicians, and political institutions on the other. This phenomena will be 
explored in later chapters. It is through this interchange between the 
women's movement and the larger social and political order, when the 
social and political institutions were in a flux and constant conflict, that 
we may best glimpse the character of male power at that time. This conflict 
laid the foundations for the future political and social systems.14 

13 Clark summarized this development thus in 1919: 'When considered in regard to the 
historical epoch, it will be noticed that the process by which the vital forces and energy of 
the people were lowered and which in common parlance is termed emasculation, 
accompanied an evolution which was in fact depressing the female forces of th e nation, 
leaving to the male forces an ever greater predominance in the directing of people's destiny' 
(Clark 1992: 307). 

14 In this I draw upon the presentation of many political scientists on 'collective action'. My 
argument is, in contrast to most theorists on the subject, that it is not only in times of social 
or political crisis, or flux, that actors have a chance to influence change. It is obvious, for 
example, that politicians as actors do have wide scope as decision-makers, and that they are 
less inhibited by structural arrangements than many. This is glaringly obvious in matters 
concerning women's rights, which politicians have the power to give or withold. My 
argument is rather that periods of flux simply offer better opportunity to watch 'the spectacle 
of official diplom acy', to borrow Katharine Anthony's phrase (Anthony 1915: 132). For an 
account on the collective action debate in the conventional vein, see Rothstein (1988). 
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The Theoretical Paucity of the 20th Century 

We have seen that political science did have theories on women's political 
role in the early days of the academic discipline. The theoretical silence 
that fell upon the discipline from around 1930 was due to the 'behavioural 
revolution' within the science, with a corresponding positivist emphasis 
on 'observable facts'.15 Facination with data and observable phenomena 
enriched our understanding of many complicated political phenomena. 
On the other hand, it also lead to paucity in theory. Some consequences of 
this development can only be described as harmful. 

Gradually, but surely and effectively, women came to be blamed for 
their non-existence within political institutions. Because they were not 
observable, something must be missing from their lives, if not their minds, 
some ingredient or other that made the 'political man'. The following gives 
a short account on how this over-riding concern with observable facts 
tended to distort both women's actual participation, and affect explanatory 
observations within much of political science. 

In their much quoted article of 1975, Murray Goot and Elizabeth Reid 
criticized the indifference shown by most political scientists towards the 
political behaviour of women (Goot & Reid 1975).16 The authors found only 
two monographs dedicated to the subject within the English-speaking 
community, Duverger's book, The Political Role of Women (1955), and 
Amundsen's The Silenced Majority (1971).17 Behavioural studies on the 
whole either ignored women completely or treated the subject with 
incidental concern.18 Goot and Reid found that in all cases, the concern 
was not with women as political actors: "Women are of concern only 

15 Lane (1996) has summarized this development. Keränen (1993) has done a pioneering 
research into the development of political science in Finland and the effect of 
behaviouralism upon the treatment of women in Finnish political science textbooks. See 
also Halsaa (1992). 
16 Others have criticized political science in a similar vein, e.g. Bourque & Grossholtz (1974), 
Boals (1975), Okin (1979), and Randall (1991). See Carroll & Zerilli (1993). 
17 To this we may add Tingsten's Political Behaviour. Studies in Election Statistics (1937). 
Although Tingsten's treatment of voting study material was in many ways path-breaking in 
the treatment of the 'sex variable', his book was not a monograph on women. In any case, it 
had little effect on later studies, although much quoted by Duverger. 
18 E.g. Converse's, 'Some Priority Variables in Comparative Electoral Research', (1974) did 
not include sex as a 'priority variable'. Lane interviewed 15 men for his Political Ideology 
(1962), and 24 'courageous and insightful young men' for his Political Thinking and 
Consciousness (1969). The list in Goot & Reid's article on omissions is long. 
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insofar as they resemble, or fail to resemble, men. Beyond that, women 
count only by virtue of the utilitarian, reliable and stable qualities of the 
'sex variable'." (Goot & Reid 1975: 8). 

Goot and Reid examined a number of assumptions about women found 
in the literature on voting studies by British, American and Australian 
social scientists, especially political scientists. These assumptions are that 
children adopt the party preferance of their fathers, that wives vote like 
their husbands, that women tend to support conservative parties more 
than do men, that women tend to personalize politics, and finally, that 
women are fickle voters. Now, it is clear that all of the assumptions cannot 
be true for the same persons at any given time. This, however, did not 
seem to bother the political scientists writing on the subject, nor did they 
always present much evidence for their claims. Sometimes, the data even 
contradicted the claims.19 

Goot and Reid found very little effort made in the voting and attitude 
studies to examine women's behaviour and attitudes on women's own 
terms. They found all the more efforts on presenting women's views and 
behaviour as a-political, and even mindless. We can speculate on the 
indifference shown to this subject within behavioural political science 
(other than women merely being of the opposite sex to most, even all, 
researchers, and therefore theoretically not interesting). The most obvious 
explanation is, simply, blatant sexism. However, it is more important to 
try to come to terms with the conclusions that political scientists presented. 
For conclusions were drawn and assumptions were made about women's 
political behaviour in the literature. Undoubtedly, both indifference and 
sexism played a big role on their own in the male-centered academia 
where the male political universe was being 'mapped out', so to speak. A 
closer reading of the literature reviewed by Goot and Reid in 1975 reveals 
some interesting, and at times shocking, results. 

When Maurice Duverger presented the findings of the project he headed 
in 1955, he did so with great precaution. Reporting on studies already 
made, or studies often not made in the most desirable settings for the kind 
of research that he needed, Duverger pointed out that many, if n ot all, of 
the assumptions made and conclusions drawn were preliminary and 
needed further research in order to be substantiated. 

19 An example given by Goot & Reid is Butler and Stoke's treatment in their 1969 extensive 
analysis of political opinion in Britain. The authors draw contradictory conclusions from 
their data, even where the data is not open to speculation (see Goot & Reid 1975: 11). 

26 



In spite of Duverger's warnings, political scientists on the whole took his 
preliminary findings for what they were not: Final conclusions. No political 
scientist took Duverger's suggestions for further study to heart. Nobody set 
out to follow his suggestion that (male) voters might be hostile to women 
candidates, or that the electoral arrangement itself might be a barrier to 
women's progress into politics. And most certainly no political scientist 
took up Duverger's theses that perhaps the root of women's exclusion from 
politics lay within the political parties and the male monopoly of politics. 
(Indeed, the last is a theses that very few have yet ventured to explore). An 
examination of the literature reviewed by Goot and Reid in 1975 reveals 
that almost all the authors used Duverger's findings, either as first or 
secondary source, but without Duverger's precautions.20 Thus, what were 
meant to be tentative observations worthy of further studies, became 
'assumed truths' about women's political behaviour. 

This indifference also characterized the critics of empiricism and 
pluralism, men who maintained that power was a many-faceted structure 
and could not be studied by observing behaviour alone. Thus, 
Schattschneider did not refer to women in his influential 1960 critique of 
politics and political science (Schattschneider 1960). Nor did Bachrach and 
Baratz in their writings in the 1960s (Bachrach & Baratz 1962; 1963; 1970), 
nor Lukes in his 1970 harsh criticism (Lukes 1970). The latter took a slave 
as a point of reference, rather than those living persons around him who 
were surely without a voice, i.e. women. The studies mentioned here have 
been a source of inspiration for many political scientists, not the least 
feminists, but then only because of the power rendered by their empirical 
tools.21 Suffering from the same malais as their colleagues, theirs only took 
a different form - silence. 

The behavioural 'revolution' within political science brought many 
insights and had the positive effect that emphasis was laid on empirical 

20 For example, Almond and Verba say in The Civic Culture, (1963), that research on the 
effect of women's franchise reveals that their political participation differs from men only in 
that women show more often than men little interest in politics, they are more narrow-
minded, more conservative, and show greater inclination towards the personal, moral and 
emotional aspects of politics and campaigns (p. 325). Their only references are Maurice 
Duverger's book and Robert Lane's Political Life (1959). Lane's reference, on the other hand, 
is Duverger's book! 
21 Dahlerup, for example, convincingly illustrated the power of Bachrach & Barantz's 
analyses in a study on how women's suffrage was effectively kept from the Danish 
political agenda in the period 1868-1900 (Dahlerup 1984). 
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studies. However, the effect was also devastating. It still is. Despite the 
criticism directed at political science since the early 1970s, and despite the 
growing body of feminist research within the field, behavioural studies all 
too often still suffer the same faults as described above.22 We find in those 
studies, especially the ones made between 1950 and 1975, with few 
exceptions, half-baked truths and sometimes distortions, and assumptions 
that are not grounded in solid evidence. In many ways, political science 
had taken gigantic steps backwards. Brushing aside figures such as John 
Stuart Mill and Max Weber, and even the founding fathers of political 
science as an academic discipline, namely John Burgess and Ernest Barker, 
political scientists carried the same message as James Mill did in 1823 
when he stated that women needed no suffrage as their interests were 
included in those of their father's or husband's.23 Women were simply 
not seen as interesting political subjects of their own, and therefore hardly 
worth studying. 

Political science as a discipline and a scientific project tends to be taken 
seriously, not only by professors and students, but also by politicians, 
policy-makers, and the public. Recommendations and suggestions often 
become policy. In the 1970s many politicians in the western world showed 
some interest in 'the woman question'. The new women's movement 
hungered for knowledge, explanations, and theories on the status of 
women and how to change it. Political science could have become a moral 
force in a sincere and progressive search for knowledge. Instead, it offered, 
at best, evasions and propositions that muddled the minds of policy­
makers. At worst, stones were put in the path of women's progress. 

The political and social science studies that became the official 
guidelines of the 1970s and 1980s focused mostly on the different social 
status of men and women. Not having much else to offer, studies of voting 
and attitudes provided the basis of the political science contribution, which 

22 The most intensive voting studies in Iceland to this day are found in Ólafur P. Haröarson 
(1995). 'Sex' is one of the primary variables but little effort is made to differentiate between 
men and women in the presentation. Where differences are reported, they are merely 
stated. Even feminist political scientists often pursue this same direction. Thus both 
Lovenduski (1986) and Randall (1987) spend considerable time on comparing men and 
women on variables such as education and labour-market participation as explanatory for 
women's lower political participation. 
23 Mill's 'Essay on Government' was first printed in 1823 in Encyclopaedia Brittanica which at 
that time enjoyed world-wide readership. Politicians of all continents came readily to agree 
with Mill's thesis on women's suffrage (see e.g. Fulford 1957: 26-27). 
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were, as we have seen, not very sympathetic to women. The studies were 
few, and those studies that existed lacked both detailed data and theories. 
It was shown that, on the whole, women tended to have less political 
resources than men in forms of education, labour-market participation, 
and leadership in organizations. The guideline seemed to become that we 
could not expect a rise in women's representation until all other things 
were equal.24 From there it is but a short step towards a blaming-the-victim 
thesis - where women are blamed for their lesser representation. Western 
societies were open and free - for all who had the 'right' resources and the 
will to pursue the road to power, or so the reasoning went. In Iceland, as 
many other countries, this resulted in a general tendency to demand more 
educational qualifications in traditional women's jobs, like nursing and 
kindergarten-teaching. Needless to say, neither wage-parity nor power has 
flowed from this 'progress' in education. We should have had more 
political theory in our textbooks. We would then, at least, have had a 
vision of a kind.25 

I have ventured on a rather long journey through the history of social 
and political science theories on women's political status and role in 
Western societies - for a purpose. It is now time to lay bare some of the 
theoretical implications of this journey. 

The Approach of My Study 

As has emerged from the preceeding pages, many of the older social and 
political science theories addressed important questions regarding the 
relevance of the relations between the sexes and the structure of domestic 

24 In Iceland, for example, the official study carried out by the Social Science Department at 
the University of Iceland in 1974-1975 showed (unsurprisingly) that women had less 
education than men, held fewer power-positions, and had fewer jobs. This is a statistically 
good work, but the recommendations were unclear, to say the least (see Jafnrétti kynjanna 
1975). 
25 The Nordic countries, except Iceland, had a different experience. Perhaps this was due to 
the extensive, and radical, sex-role debate that these countries experienced in the 1960s and 
social scientists participated in with politicians, policy makers, feminists, and the concerned 
public. This is but a tentative thesis that requires more details than can be offered here. 
Certainly the Scandinavian countries seem to have experienced the equality issue on a 
larger scale than other Western countries and they have, perhaps accordingly, reaped a 
bigger harvest. On reflections on Denmark, see Dahlerup (1985); on Norway, Skjeie & 
Hemes (1997). 
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life to the public world of politics - questions that more or less dropped 
from sight. Explicitly, or implicitly, the theories offer an astounding insight 
into how male dominance justified male interests. Combined with feminist 
observations and theories, the earlier political theories give a farily clear 
picture of, among other things, the gendered relations between the sexes. 
In other words, we have the rudiments of a theory of patriarchy, some­
thing that political scientists of today should make use of. 

Before embarking upon arguing for theories on patriarchal power, I will 
first emphasize the need for Theda Skocpol's 'structural perspective' 
(Skocpol 1994: 9), or 'structured policy approach' (Skocpol 1992: 41) for my 
kind of study. As Skocpol explains (Skocpol 1992: 41), the structured policy 
approach: 

... views the polity as the primary locus of action, yet understands the 
political activities, whether carried out by politicians or by social groups, as 
conditioned by the institutional configurations of governments and political 
party systems. 

Also called 'the new institutionalism' within political science, the struc­
tured policy approach tries to avoid the bureaucratic determinism that the 
'state centered approach' tended to be associated with.26 Several aspects of 
politics and state-society interactions are also involved in Skocpol's 
approach, mainly: 

1) the establishment and transformation of s tate and party organizations 
through which politicians pursue policy initiatives; 

2) the effect of political institutions and procedures on the identities, goals 
and capacities of social groups that become involved in policy making; 

3) the 'fit' (or lack thereof) between the goals and capacities of various 
politically active groups, and the historically changing points of access and 
leverage allowed by a nation's political institutions; 

26 For a good overview on the institutional approach, including the new institutional 
approach, see Rhodes (1995). The approach has been used effectively within other 
disciplines, including history, as evidenced in Dickinson's impressive study on German 
child welfare policies (see Dickinson 1996). Another variant is the political process theory, 
or political opportunity theory, which stresses opportunities provided by public policies 
and political systems that groups or individuals can act upon. Costain (1992) effectively 
uses that approach in her study on the new women's movement in America, as did 
Freeman (1975). 
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4) the ways in which previously established social policies affect 
subsequent policies (Skocpol 1992: 41). 

My study on women's movements and the women's lists in Reykjavik is in 
large parts a study on political systems; more specifically, it is a study on 
the interaction between women in organized political groups and the 
political institutions. It is not a study on social movements per se, but it 
draws upon social movement theories where and when appropriate. 
Among them are the theory of relative deprivation and resource 
mobilization theory. However, only the structured policy approach 
provides the comparative-historical perspective needed to fit my study 
into a larger study on political processes. The structured policy approach 
rescues any study of political processes from the pitfalls of narrative 
history as well as also opening the door to an immensely rich and fruitful 
analysis. 

There is, however, one important item that Skocpol's structured policy 
approach does not adequately account for: the role of ideology.27 This is 
particularly obvious in her 1992 book on the political origins of social 
policy in the United States. Skocpol finds that women were able to win 
social benefits for mothers early in the 20th century, although being 
without formal political power at that time (Skocpol 1992: 31-34). The 
author finds the explanation for this in the peculiarities of the American 
political system (Skocpol 1992: 530-531). Executives and legislatures were 
not linked by parliamentary discipline, and an autonomous, professional 
civil service had not been established. These facts, combined with the 
weakening of major, patronage-oriented political parties, left open 
considerable civic space. Women's groups stepped into that widening 
space, prepared to set agendas of public debate and legislative deliberation 
for the early twentieth century. For a while, the organizational and 
rethorical capacities of maternalistic women's associations had a 
surprisingly good 'fit' to the points of legislative and judicial leverage 
available at the time - as the federal state of courts and parties was 
undergoing an uneven and fragmentary transformation into a partially 
bureaucratic, interest group oriented system of governance. In Skocpol's 
final analysis, the system simply changed - and with it all the actors. 
Maternalistic rethoric no longer 'fit'. 
27 See e.g. Sewell's (1994) criticism on Skocpol's treatment of ideology within the structural 
perspective, and Skocpol's acceptance of that criticism (Skocpol 1994,199-209). 
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One of the critiques that have been directed at Skocpol's analysis is that 
it does not account for male power as a force on its own in destroying the 
social benefits that the women' s associations won for mothers (see Piven 
1993). I share that criticism. The rapid proliferation in women's political 
and social activity in the 19th century was fuelled by a complex interplay 
of economic and social changes. Those changes, in turn, affected the 
emerging world of politics as a separate, male-defined, sphere in society. 
Political institutions shaped the political system in Iceland, as elsewhere. 
However, individual politicians played a more decisive role in shaping the 
system in Iceland than has been acknowledged. I suspect that this was the 
case in the United States too. The dissertation will follow, but also 
challenge, the 'structured policy approach' put forward by Theda Skocpol. 
I will present a complementary approach that stresses the ideas, roles and 
opportunities of individuals in political power positions and the effect that 
gender plays within these roles and opportunities. For all its merits, the 
structural perspective does not catch the dynamic forces of gender 
relations. Social structures do not have ideas, nor do they make decisions. 
Decisions are made by people - with thoughts and hearts at that. Those 
thoughts and hearts are more often than not tainted by notions about the 
proper places of the sexes, as well as various objective interests. Those 
interests are invariably historically grounded in the objective reality of the 
actors. My study therefore needs to pay attention to patriarchal theories, or 
theories on the gendered power relations between the sexes. 

Theorizing on Patriarchy 

On the whole, very few feminist (political) scientists have in recent times 
been willing to develop theories of patriarchy or patriarchal power. Many 
have argued that the term 'patriarchy' is itself problematic, as it tends to 
override and obscure the differences and nuances that undeniably do exist, 
both between countries as well as inside countries at different times.28 The 

28 For an early, and effective, critique of the use of th e term 'patriarchy', see Smith (1983). 
Sheila Rowbotham's book of 1973, Hidden from History, was a bold attempt at theorizing 
about patriarchy. Her book set an example for many feminist theorists. In 1981, however, 
Rowbotham rejected the term patriarchy as too crude and biologist for feminist historical 
analysis. See Koditschek (1997, footnote nr. 10: 357). See also Koch et.al. (1989) for an 
example on how feminist researchers became increasingly critical of the term in the 
1980s. 
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post-structural emphasis on 'discourse' and 'the body' as the only sites of 
human existence has all but knocked to the ground attempts at 
constructing large theories.29 This aversion probably stems from the failure 
to pinpoint the exact origin of patriarchy: Is it biological (e.g. Firestone 
1970), social/cultural (e.g. Rosaldo 1974), or material (e.g. Mitchell 1971)? 
Although producing many important insights, the attempts to produce 
convincing arguments for the historical origin of patriarchy led many 
feminists to abandon the term altogether. 'Patriarchy' became suspect, to 
be replaced with 'male domination', 'relations between the sexes', and even 
'gender systems'. 

Theda Skocpol rejects patriarchal theories as relevant to her analysis on 
the failure of women's associations in the USA to preserve the social 
benefits won for mothers, although she does admit that gender identities 
are important (see Skocpol 1992: 30-39). As mentioned above, in Skocpol's 
final analysis the political system changed - and with it all the actors. 
Maternalistic rethoric simply no longer 'fit' the times. This is, in my 
opinion, a poor explanation. We need to know why and how the 'fit' 
disappeared. 

I agree with Skocpol that studies highlightening patriarchal domination 
may tend to obscure crucial variations among women, depending on age, 
class and race. They may also overlook the fact that gender is not just a 
relation of social domination or social inequality. Gender identities, male 
and female, can be the sources of social solidarity organization and moral 
purpose, as evidenced in the range of empowering activities undertaken 
by both men and women on a collective, and gendered, level in the 19th 
century. But patriarchal domination theories should not be rejected on 
these grounds. On the contrary, I argue that patriarchal theories are 
needed, precisely because gender identities are variable. The concept 
'patriarchy' is indeed highly useful. Let me explain further. 

Virtually all known human societies are male dominated to some extent. 
This is not to say that all women are powerless in every aspect of their 
lives, or that all men have all the power. Political science literature is 
immensely rich on the many aspects of power, and they need not be 

29 See Jones (1994). See also Koditschek's impressive summary on the evolution among 
British feminist historians and social scientists. His argument is that 'postmodern' theories 
of p oststructuralism ".. denied the possibility of any truly determinative social reality, 
insisting that all social categories, including race, class, and gender, are merely discursive 
constructions, created through cultural and linguistic oppositions..." (Koditschek 1997: 348). 
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repeated here. In dealing with women and the political system, we are 
evidently dealing with formal power, the power of 'those who decide what 
the game is about', to borrow a phrase from Schattschneider (1960: 105). 
Gender identities and relationships are unlikely to explain all the decisions 
made by the people who decide what the game is about. In my study, 
however, an approach that does not bring the gender of all the actors fully 
into the analysis is doomed to failure. 

This dissertation follows Jónasdóttir's definition of patriarchy, or 'male 
domination', as a designating term over a social and political power 
system (see Jónasdóttir 1994: 11-12). Jónasdóttir points out that the 
problem of describing and explaining patriarchy has at least three sides: 
the anthropological, the historical, and the theoretical (Jónasdóttir 1994: 
14). These terms refer to the question of the earliest origins of patriarchy, 
its historical changes, and the question of how patriarchy is constructed 
today and how it reproduces itself. This dissertation ignores the 
anthropological side, or the early origins of patriarchy, and concentrates 
instead on the historical and theoretical sides, although mostly the 
historical. It is a study on who is/does/gets what, when and how, to borrow a 
political science phrase, in a particular, historical setting, namely within 
the emerging political systems in modern Western societies with a special 
focus on Reykjavik, Iceland. I focus on formal, political power and analyze 
how and when women's demands for authority, or legitimate power, as 
female human beings called forth opposition from men as political men, 
i.e. men of authority. 

Gender, as identity, agency, and relationships, is the focus of the study. 
I have chosen to highlighten certain aspects of the gender identities 
through the explanatory concept of 'patriarchy'. My task is to show the 
interplay of the gender identities within the Icelandic political system, and 
how they were historically grounded and contextualized, i.e. how they 
varied over time - and how the patriarchal system changed. This is a 
difficult task. It is, however, no more difficult than the one that faces the 
economist when 'explaining' the economic system. We all take the 
economic system for granted, but it still needs elaborate analysis every 
time it is projected to the reader. Similarly, the concept 'class society' 
in Marxism does not give any detailed information about any specific 
historical form of society. All the same, it has proved highly useful in 
social science research, as Jónasdóttir rightly points out (Jónasdóttir 1994: 
212). 
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Dahlerup stresses that a universal concept of patriarchy does not imply 
that all societies are and will always be patriarchal (Dahlerup 1987: 96). 
Rather, a universal concept of patriarchy: 1) seeks to cover all societies of 
male dominance; 2) indicates that researchers seek to understand some of 
the common elements to all societies of male dominance; and 3) indicates 
that research tries to develop a typology of patriarchies. The last point is 
important, because, as Dahlerup points out, otherwise we risk ending up 
with biology as the only determining factor. To me, it is also immensely 
important in another sense. Without a universal concept of patriarchy, a 
study on women's movements becomes a study on institutions and 
structures, devoid of actors and the many choices they face in their 
lifetimes. It would not be a study on the relationship between the sexes 
and the relevance of domestic life to the public world of politics. I agree 
with Jones (1994: xi-xii) in that "Without some specificity attached to the 
concept of sexual difference, and without some concrete effort to analyze 
the political effects of sexual difference, feminist theory and politics would 
be deprived of their object: analyzing and transcending women's 
exploitation as women." I will return to this discussion in Part III and draw 
inferences from my study on Iceland for the development of a typology of 
patriarchies. 

Methodological Considerations 

To arrive at a minimal starting point of a theory on the 19th and 20th 
century male political system, we must turn to the women's movements 
and explore their relationships with political institutions. From there, we 
may conclude about the relevance of the gendered relations between the 
sexes to the public world of politics. The questions that this dissertations 
seeks from the empirical material presented in the following chapters are 
the following: 

- What were the changes that confronted men and women of the 19th century, 
especially on the political level? 

- How did women interpret those changes? 

- What kind of p olitical roles did women want to carve out for 
themselves and future generations of women in the new system? 
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- Did this point in history leave any lasting impressions on (Icelandic) society 
in general and (Icelandic) politics in particular? Were these impressions signs 
of changes in male supremacy? 

My attempt to answer these questions may be described as a 'concrete 
theoretical attempt'. Ruth Lane (1997) has called for more theory and less 
eclectism within political science, a call that I tend to take very seriously. 
This is also an attempt to answer Anna G. Jónasdóttir's call for more 
empirical research into the workings of male power at certain instances in 
history (Jónasdóttir 1994). 

Concrete theorizing includes the following methods as major guiding 
lines (Lane 1997: 28-29): 

1. A focus on the actual decision makers, usually political elites, as the object of 
study. This is in direct contrast to both the survey research emphasis on mass 
behaviour and the institutional approach. 

2. An expanded self-interest axiom that deepens the level of explanation by 
providing for a variety of political, as distinct from purely economic, goals. (As 
Lane correctly points out, decision makers are neither unreasonably rational nor 
cognitively out of their depth). 

3. Close attention to the environment, especially the political institutions and the 
political environment within which the decision occurs. 

4. A strong logical quality, which vigorously shapes its materials into dynamic 
models that capture the 'action' of politics. (According to Lane it is this 
characteristic that gives concrete theory its radically explanatory quality). 

5. An overriding concern with specificity infusing these several features of 
concrete theory. This means e.g. that we do not deal with institutions in general, 
but with specific institutions; not behaviour in general, but with specific types of 
behaviour. 

The institutional approach, or the structural approach, does not adequately 
account for ideology, as was stressed before, but Ruth Lane's guiding lines 
do. Central in those guiding lines is the need for a focus on the actual 
decision makers, their actions as well as their ideas, as evidenced above. In 
my study on the Icelandic women's suffrage movement, the political elite 
comes under close scrutiny, being both highly observable and 
concentrated in Icelandic society. Here, as elsewhere, the political elite 
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consisted of one sex only. The women who openly questioned the actions 
of the elite, did so on the basis of their sex. Sex did indeed define the 
responses of the elite to the demands put forward by the women's 
movement. Sex also defined the space within which the women's 
movement could operate. Women demanded more that their 'fair share of 
power'. They questioned the privileges of men, privileges based on sex 
alone. Those privileges were a fairly recent thing in Western history, i.e. 
as privileges bestowed on individual men. Representative government and 
expanding state institutions provided most men with more powerful tools 
than ever to rule others, mainly women - not only as decision makers but 
also as individuals. 

At the time period of my study, male power was explicitly stated in 
almost every law put forward. The decision makers, or the political elite, 
had the power to give women public power. They also had the power to 
withold it. The ideas and actions of the political elite must therefore form 
both an integral and a substantial part of this study. Those ideas, as well as 
actions, are sometimes the ideas and actions of individuals in public power 
positions, as will emerge in my study. This study is therefore guided by 
the following questions: What were the ideas of the actors, and what 
affected them? How did the political elite view the gendered power 
relations? What decisions were taken, and on what grounds? What 
alternatives did the decision makers have, given the institutions and 
power relations at that time? Finally, did these decisions affect later 
developments in any sense, intentionally or unintentionally? 

Integrally related to these questions is the self-interest axiom. It goes 
almost without saying that political elites are interested in their own self-
preservation and, therefore, decision makers look after their own interests. 
On the other hand, politicians have been known to occasionally act out of 
benevolence, and even feelings of justice, without any apparent personal 
gain. Both possibilities should be borne in mind. 

One of the central questions that must be asked in any study of women's 
movements, and the policies women have fought for, is how public power 
was used to subject women to a lower position in society. After the 
suffrage was won, how was this power used to keep women out of 
institutions of power? Last, but not least, what did men gain, personally 
and as a group, by keeping women out of power positions? The study on 
Iceland may help to answer those questions, thereby illuminating what 
Anna G. Jónasdóttir has called the 'historically conditioned politicial 

37 



struggle between the sexes' (Jónasdóttir 1994: 226). In the years covered by 
this study, the political struggle between the sexes in the industrialized 
countries of Europe, North-America and Australia, was highly visible and 
recognized by all, even bordering on open warfare. The struggle was 
described in 1915 by a leading feminist social scientist, now long forgotten 
(Taft 1915: 343): 

All of this hopeless conflict among impulses which the woman feels she has 
légitimité right, even a moral obligation, to express, all of the rebellion 
against stupid, meaningless sacrifice of powers that ought to be used by 
society, constitute the force, conscious or unconscious, which motivates the 
woman movement and will continue to vitalize it until some adjustment is 
made. 

The historical conditions are best studied through the actions and words of 
the actors, the institutions they shaped, and that they and their policies 
and politics were shaped by. By giving the actors, their interests, and 
influences, their proper role, we may begin to entangle the full impli­
cations of men's monopoly of power. 

The next chapter examines the underlying processes of the changing 
patriarchal system in Europe and America in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
Structures and institutions changed, due to the enormous economic 
changes brought about by the advent of capitalism. It will not do, 
however, to explain the rise of women's suffrage movements as simply a 
by-product of those changes, or by referring to a mass demand for political 
power. The picture is more complicated. We have to examine closely, and 
empirically, the relationship between women's suffrage, party politics/ 
political institutions, and patriarchal power. 
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Chapter 1.2 

Women's Suffrage, Politics, 
and Patriarchal Power 

Women in Movement from Australia to Reykjavik 

Others may theorize about the women's movement, 
but to us has been vouchsafed positive knowledge. 

(Carrie Chapman Catt 1911: 59) 

Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to deal with the economic, social and political 
changes of the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries, and examine the political 
processes that explain why it took women so much longer than men to 
win the vote. I draw upon social movement theories, and research on the 
older women's movements, in order to analyse the manifold forces at 
work. The sketch that I draw of the social and political development is a 
broad one, and it should be regarded with certain amount of caution. It 
draws exclusively on research on Western democracies, the research not 
being particularly exhaustive on any one country, let alone cross-country 
comparisons. It is also necessary to stress that not every country in Europe 
followed the same processes at the same time. However, my sources tend 
to reveal that the same underlying forces were at work in Europe, North-
America and Australia. 

The central thesis of this chapter is, therefore, that the rise of women's 
suffrage movements in the middle and latter part of the 19th century have 
their roots in the economic and social changes that began in the 17th and 
18th centuries. My argument is, in contrast to most of the political 
scientists who have commented on the subject, that the rapid spread of the 
movements cannot be explained by vague references to 'the democratic 
tide', the spread of liberal and democratic values, or the spread of popular 
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movements and demands for the vote, women included. Had that been 
the case, women would have been included from the start in the rapid 
expansion of the franchise. Indeed, bearing in mind the strong forces at 
work, it is a wonder that women won the vote at all. 

In this part of the dissertation, as elsewhere, I use the words 'feminism' 
and 'feminists' indiscriminately. As Randall points out, there are two ways 
to look at feminism (Randall 1987: 5). One is simply to define it, as it has 
defined itself, historically. The other, more controversial, approach is to 
identify what are or should be its guiding principles. Needless to say, I 
define feminism as it has defined itself, historically. Accordingly, all 
women's movements that have sought to reform women's status are called 
feminist movements. 

Economic and Social Changes, 1700-1900 

It is now a commonplace assumption that in some important ways, 
women's social position changed for the worse in the 17th, 18th and 19th 
centuries, both in America and Europe (see Clark 1992; Baker 1985; 
Nicholson 1986, esp. Ch. 2; Gunneng 1987; Davidoff & Hall 1987; 
Jónasdóttir 1994; Markkola 1997). The industrial revolution destroyed 
former gendered divisions of labour as work formerly done in the homes 
moved to factories in towns and cities. This development destroyed the 
economic independence of many women who, along with children, 
became the cheapest labour power of cities and towns. 

The organizations of labouring men did little to fight this development; 
on the contrary, many labour-unions actively kept women out and 
accelerated the gap between men's and women's pay by demanding family 
wages for men only. They did nothing to leviate the horrible situation that 
thousands of women found themselves in as the industrial revolution 
progressed. The Icelandic feminist, Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, summed this 
development better than any scholarly work: 

The fences that have been put up around men's work, have been put there 
for their protection. Women's work has certainly not been protected, neither 
by law nor habit. Men have usurped women's work, especially that which 
has paid the most. They have taken over tailoring of men's chlothes. Spinning 
and weaving have been mechanized, and there men have all control-positions 
and the better-paying jobs. Men have looked after themselves. 

(.Kvennabladid June 30 1916) 
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The growth of towns and cities required a public space and intervention 
on an unprecedented scale. Middle-class women became prominent public 
servants, especially in children's education and looking after the sick and 
elderly. If paid, such work was, however, mostly looked upon as 
temporary, fit for young women while still unmarried or as work for 
spinsters. Women's place was considered the home, as it always had been. 
The point was, however, that the homes had changed from productive 
sites to non-productive ones. Men had left their homes for paid jobs during 
the day, sometimes even during long periods of times. Cheap clothing 
poured out of factories, making home-spun and home-made clothes too 
labourious and too costly to be worthwhile. Children attended schools 
and were thus being educated outside the homes. Even food-production 
became more and more factory-made, often cheaper than home-made, and 
certainly time-saving. Those women who had paid jobs, and they were 
many, were paid pitiful wages on which they could barely support 
themselves, let alone families. 

The rise of the bourgeois- and middle-class followed the industrial 
revolution. These classes soon began to demand political rights. Monarchies 
finally collapsed all over Europe in the latter part of the 19th century to be 
replaced by a new system where parliaments of some sort became the 
dominant form of governance. Historians have pointed out the connection of 
the spread of democratic politics with a market revolution (Wilentz 1990: 35-
36). An astonishing series of e conomic innovations hastened the spread of 
wage labour and commercial agriculture. New financial institutions, vast 
improvements in transporation methods, and a rapid accumulation of 
merchant capital shattered old artisan and yeoman social relations. More and 
more people became tied to an impersonal cash market. Old social 
resentments mingled with new ones and entire classes of men - urban 
workingmen, manufacturers, financiers, artisans - were propelled into political 
battles over issues such as debtor relief, banking, internal improvements, 
tariffs, temperance, and enfranchisement. These classes all demanded a stake 
in the new political power, the legislation body of parliament. 

The Growing Sphere of Politics 

Before the latter half of the 19th century, suffrage was strictly tied to 
property in countries with parliament of some sort. The reasons for this 
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were considered simple (Collier 1990: 22-23). Governments were establish­
ed to protect personal freedom and property and so it was thought 
reasonable that those who controlled government ought to possess some 
of each. Men without property would pay little if any taxes and therefore 
should not be in a position to influence the amount of taxes paid. Such 
men had no stake in society. Furthermore, men without property in a pre-
industrial, pre-wage and largely non-cash economy, could not be 
politically independent. Men who were beholden to a landlord, or a wage-
paying employer, or a creditor, could not be free to vote in their own 
interests or their own conscience. They would become an easy prey for 
extortion at the polls, or so the argument went. 

With the vast economic changes that followed in the wake of the 
industrial revolution, there rose, however, a significant stratum of men 
who owned little or nothing to the old ideal of a landed freeholder 
citizenry and a benign, partician leadership. This strata paid taxes and was 
beholden to no-one. Alexis de Tocqueville remarked in the mid 1830s, that 
when a nation begins to modify the electoral qualification, it may easily 
be foreseen that, sooner or later, that qualification will be entirely 
abolished (Tocqueville 1945, I: 59). Social class, defined as property 
ownership, was gradually eliminated as a criterion for suffrage. 

In terms of politics, the 19th century can be characterized as a search for 
new rules, as well as a search for a new game. For it was not at all clear 
what parliaments should or could do, nor what 'the state' should or could 
do. In Europe, as well as in the United States and Australia, the debate 
centered around the questions who should be represented, and by whom. 
Until the 19th century, politics and voting were considered rather a 
nuisance than a right, something unpleasant like paying taxes. When 
parliaments became invested with more power, participation became all 
the more appealing and more and more citizens demanded rights to 
participate and lay down the rules of the game. 

While the debate around and struggle for the suffrage is by now a well-
known and well-recorded issue, the 19th and 20th centuries also saw 
experimentation on a large scale with parliamentary structures and voting 
systems (see e.g. Bogdanor & Butler 1983; Hart 1992). In the US parlia­
mentary power was divided between Congress and Senate, with the latter 
intended to safeguard the nation against sudden and impulsive decisions 
of the former. England had the House of L ords and the House of Comm­
ons. Proportional representation was intended (in Sweden, at least), to 
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hinder the seizure of legislative power by the working classes (Hildebrand 
1913: 519). The introduction of a bicameral parliament in Sweden in 1866, 
with different suffrage and electability for each, was intended to have the 
same stabilizing effect (Ekholm & Runstrom 1976: 29-30). In Iceland, a 
bicameral system was erected in 1915 in order to counteract the unsettling 
influence of women's and male land-labourers' suffrage. Underlaying the 
experimentation with various structures was a constant and terrifying fear 
of 'the masses' who were seen as an unpredictable force. As the 19th 
century wore on, women came to be seen as the most unpredictable of al l 
(see Kyle 1983; Davidoff & Hall 1987: 451). 

Men's social and economic roles changed drastically, but they were 
compensated in two ways: 1) by being the legal heads of their households 
and absolute rulers of property within that household, and 2) by being 
given sense of public power through the ballot.1 

The former did not have a long history. In America for instance, dower 
rights, which ensured that a married woman received one third of her 
husband's property upon his death, were less and less protected by the 
court system as land speculation and commerce flourished after the 
Revolution.2 Similarly, the practice that husbands could use, but not sell, 
wife's land without her consent, eroded after the Revolution (Kerber 1980: 
Ch. 5, also 'Introduction'). Women's inheritance and property rights were 
increasingly put in the hands of husbands as their property, thus severing 
the protection that women's families formerly gave. Even family names 
began to include the wife as well.3 The new system cut through a former 
system, or systems, of kinship rights and alliances, where women were 

1 Jessie Taft (1915) elaborates on the psychological effects of having the ballot, i.e. the feeling 
of contro l and thereby greater satisfaction among men with the rapid social changes. Taft 
does not deal with the effect that loss of personhood upon marriage has on women. Alice 
Clark (1992) deals with this at great length and her work is undoubtedly still the best that 
has been written on the subject. On the changes in the patriarchal structure in the Nordic 
countries, see e.g. Markkola (1997). 
2 Dower rights stem from the 12th and 13th century when the church began to insist upon 
such an arrangement in marriage in order to protect women's economic position (Berman 
1983: 229). In 1833, the gradual development to end the customary dower rights was 
recognized by law in England (Davidoff & Hall 1987: 276). 

3 When John Stuart Mill's grandmother took her husband's family name in late 18th century 
England, she aggravated her neighbours, as such was not the custom of com mon people 
(see Packe 1954: 4). By the second half of the 19th century, a woman's first name came to be 
used only when she was single or widowed in England. The convention of designating a 
married woman by both her husband's first name and surname, prefixed by Mrs., became 
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sometimes treated in their own right, or as part of their own kinship group 
with independent property and inheritance.4 Davidoff & Hall describe 
how middle-class men's friendship in England changed in the period from 
the 1790s to the 1820s from easy, male, club-based convivality to more 
formal methods of association. In their opinion, these associations 
increased the confidence of middle-class men and contributed to their 
claims for political power as heads of households, representing their 
wives, children and other dependents (Davidoff & Hall 1987: 416-449). 

Political theorist C. B. Macpherson argues that the democratic franchise 
was 'tamed' through the development of the party system (Macpherson 
1977: 64-69). Universal suffrage had become necessary by the turn of the 
19th century to produce legitimate governments, but thanks to the party 
system, governments and legislatures were well insulated from voters. 
Other political theorists and scientists employ a different line of argument, 
stating that the exercise of citizenship rights in liberal democracies 
involves acquiring information, understanding political problems and 
participating in political action. "Political parties with their dues-paying 
members provide one means of facilitating this citizenship" (Whiteley, 
Seyd and Richardson 1994: 7). Neither viewpoint, however, pays attention 
to the essentially gendered origin and nature of political parties and the 
consequences that this had, and continues to have, on so-called democratic 
states. 

The picture before the invention of mass political parties can be painted 
in these broad terms: The use of the ballot, and the subsequent feeling of 
control, spread to the male population during the 19th century. The most 
fundamental part of the emerging political system was without doubt the 
electorate. Politicians became increasingly dependent upon this unknown 
mass as the electorate expanded during the 18th century in the United 

the common practice (Davidoff & Hall 1987: 273). The same practice spread over Europe 
and America and was seen as a form of respect paid to middle-class rather than working-
class women. In Sweden, a patronym system prevailed well into the 19th century, as 
evidenced by e.g. the names of women prisoners in Taussi-Sjöberg's study (1986). In Iceland, 
surnames never gained foothold, nor the practice where women took on their husband's 
surnames. This was in all probability due to the almost total absence of the middle-class 
until at the turn of the 19th century, when nationalism spurred Icelanders to turn away from 
everything 'Danish', including surnames, and so forbidding them by law in 1913. 
4 The Napoleonic Civil Code of 1804 was the final crown to this development, making 
women the property of their husbands. The code was imitated throughout Europe in the 
following years, and even reached newly emerging states in other continents. See 
Matsukawa & Tachi (1994), and Lavrin (1994). 
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States and the 19th century in Europe. The idea of voting 'the first among 
equals' as a representative in a gathering among equals, took on a different 
form with the expansion of the vote. Elections create a culture of their own 
where prospective candidates have to exert themselves in a effort to win a 
seat. 'Quiet, low key, gentlemanly methods of gaining favour', common 
before the American Revolution, gradually gave way to a more spirited 
approach (see Dinkin 1982: 73-89). Along with more personal and harsher 
campaigns, candidates also resorted to larger quantities in refreshment and 
other additional fare, sometimes exchanging a man's ballot with a free drink. 

The invention of mass political parties tamed the electorate; it also added 
a sense of importance to this part of the population. Through the parties 
and the acceptance of their functions and creed, members gained various 
reassurances: renewal, purification and hope, and for many, a sense of 
fraternal identity (see Baker 1983: 271-274). Historian Joan W. Scott, argues 
that men's right to family and property in France enabled men of different 
means and social classes to recognize one another as equals and as citizens 
(Scott 1996: 64). The exclusion of women was thus fundamental to the 
smooth integration of all males into the new political system. 

In their study on the English middle class from the end of the 18th to 
the mid-19th centuries, Davidoff & Hall (1987) examine the role played 
by separate spheres and women's domestic culture in the making of a 
distinctive middle-class culture and consciousness. The English middle 
class was being forged at a time of exceptional turmoil and threatening 
economic and political disorder. "It is at such times that the endemic 
separation of social categories which exaggerate differences between 
groups, including men and women, produce intensified efforts to create 
'a semblance of order'" (Davidoff & Hall 1987: 30). The authors show how 
middle-class farmers, manufacturers, merchants and professionals sought 
to translate their increasing economic weight into a moral and cultural 
authority. A heavily gendered world-view was used in the period of their 
study to soften the disruption of the world and create a new one. Maculine 
identity was equated with an emerging concept of 'occupation'.5 That 

5 This does not mean, however, that all middle-class women became housewives. On the 
contrary, as Davidoff & Hall's study illustrates, women's work was essential in the forging 
of the middle-class, although greatly undervalued. Indeed, the authors note that it was the 
tension between class aspirations and female identity that was one of the powerful forces in 
the development of mid 19th-century feminism. We can also add, that the gap between 
those aspirations and the situation that thousands of ha rd-working middle-class women 
found themselves in fuelled 19th century feminism. 
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identity, and subsequent integration into the political system, was being 
closed to all women. 

Davidoff & Hall present the plausible thesis that the changes in attitudes 
towards women's role in England stem from the fact that society 
increasingly became based on new forms of property, liquid capital, and 
could no longer depend on traditional forms of male dominance which 
had been inherent in land ownership. New forms of capital required new 
forms of restraining women in order to prevent an active generation of 
wealth for women. But the apprehension on the part of men was not only 
linked to women's economic potential. General unease about women's 
independence was often close to the surface. Women should therefore 
have no voice in the body politic (see Davidoff & Hall 1987: 448-451). 
Men's apprehension may have had deeper roots in the objective interests 
of all males in this period. The increasing professionalisation in society led 
to increasing trade association among men, through which they gained 
knowledge of public affairs and, more importantly perhaps, access to 
personal comradieship with public office holders. Women were actively 
kept out of these associations, having often little to add to this 'manly' 
world but criticism. There was also the fear that women's greater 
detachment from political life resulted in a greater reluctance to follow 
leaders. This led many who feared the influence of the masses upon the 
ruling of states to argue strongly against franchise for women (see 
Reuterskiöld 1911: 29-31). 

Historian Linda Colley states that by the 1760s, men in England, without 
land but possessing movable property, had started campaigning for 
admission to the political process (Colley 1992: 239). Some radicals even 
went further and demanded universal suffrage by the 1780s. These 
upwardly mobile and politically ambitious British men increasingly 
legitimised their claims for suffrage on the grounds of sex. Renewed 
emphasis was placed on the physical, intellectual, emotional and 
functional differences between men and women. Rousseau's book, Emilé 
(1762) appeared in at least five different Emglish-language editions before 
1770, and it proved immensely influential in Britain, and elsewhere. It was, 
however, as Colley points out, only one of the most dazzlingly successful 
statement of this kind of higly polarisised treatment of the sexes in 
England at that time.6 Rousseau claimed that women were born to obey. 
6 The separate-spheres ideology of the middle class, polemicized by Rousseau, spread to 
all Western countries. For Sweden, see e.g. Taussi-Sjöberg (1986: 94). 
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Women were less clever and physically weaker than men, and therefore 
more dependent on their menfolk than they were of women. Women who 
sought public recognition of any kind endangered the polity and violated 
their own nature. Their contribution to the nation was essentially private 
and always indirect. 

According to Rousseau, women's contribution to the well-being of the 
state was vital, no less than that of men, although essentially and 
necessarily different from it. The confines of the home were the boundaries 
of women's kingdom. There they exercised a gentle and improving sway 
over their menfolk and forged the next generation, brainwashing their 
children into patriotic virtue. Without this influence of women, the 
modern state would cease to exist. With his arguments for sexual politics, 
Rousseau meant to crush all ideas on women's independent role in public 
affairs. Unwittingly, however, he lent women what was probably their 
strongest arguments for suffrage: the rethoric of maternal politics. 

The Effect on Women 

Almost all Western nations witnessed a sudden rise of women's suffrage 
movements in the latter half of the 19th century. For the sake of simplicity, 
the origin may be traced to the Seneca Falls convention in the United States 
in 1848 where men and women came together to demand rights for 
women. Here, women met who were engaged in many kinds of social and 
political work, mainly the Abolitionist movement, the Antislavery 
movement, evangelical movements, and various welfare and reform 
organizations. They had experienced resistance to their public appearance, 
even to the point of being excluded from meetings. This happened, for 
example, at the World Anti-Slavery Society convention in London in 1840 
where women were forbidden to speak and forced to listen from the 
galleries. Among them was Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who helped prepare 
the Seneca Falls convention in 1848 (e.g. Bacon 1986). The Seneca Falls 
convention became an inspiration to women in many other countries 
where social changes forced both men and women to take on different 
roles. 

Many studies have presented the women's suffrage struggle as a sudden 
eruption as women came to connect their situation to popular 19th century 
demands for democracy (e.g. Evans 1976:1-2; Raaum 1995:11). In North-
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America, this is often tied to women's involvement within the abolition 
movement where women are said to have begun to compare their own 
situation to that of black slaves and draw inferences for their own situation 
(see e.g. Rossi 1973; Randall 1987: 208). Other research indicates that the 
picture is far more complex. Women's stuggle for rights as autonomous 
beings has a much longer history. That struggle was in essence a struggle 
brought about by the social and political changes that took place in the 
17th, 18th and 19th centuries, as is argued here. The suffrage movement 
was, however, but a small part of a much larger social engagement. 

In many important ways the political changes were detrimental to 
women. When administration was confined to the monarchy, the upper 
classes in society, the nobility, landowners, the clergy, and even influential 
individuals, could influence decisions, often regardless of sex. Abbesses 
were called to the first parliaments in England in the Middle Ages (Fulford 
1957: 20-21). Women landowners could influence voting to the English 
parliament on par with men. In 1711, Queen Ann decreed that unmarried 
women could vote for parliament (Boulding 1992, Vol. 2:140; Fulford 1957: 
20-21; see also Fraser 1985: 220-239). In the 19th century, suffrage was tied 
to property and wealth in the Prussian Empire, not sex (Evans 1976:10-11). 

In the United States, the Declaration of Independence of 1776 placed 
suffrage in the hands of individual states. In New Jersey, all residents, men 
and women, who were 21 years of age and had property worth at least 50 
pounds had suffrage after 1776 (Reuterskiöld 1911: 40-41; Fulford 1957: 20-
21; Williamson 1968: 104; 179-180). Women in other states were less 
fortunate as suffrage was gradually taken away from them. This propelled 
a considerable number of formerly enfranchised women to petition 
Congress in 1787 to give women the same civil and political rights as men 
(see Reuterskiöld 1911: 40-41). 

In 1778, the House of Commons in England barred women from 
listening to its debates from the gallery or floor of the house (Colley 1992: 
249). The reformed suffrage law of 1832 used the phrase 'male person' 
instead of the former neutral term 'person' (Fulford 1957: 32). The 
reformed electoral law in New Jersey in the 19th century disenfranchised 
all women.7 In Prussia, a law passed in 1851 stated that women should not 
have any political rights and should not even attend political meetings 
(Evans 1976:11). 
7 Reuterskiöld (1911: 41) gives the dates 1844 and even 1883. All other sources say that the 
date was 1807 or 1808.1 have not been able to verify which date is correct. 
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The most spectacular case is perhaps found in France. The Constitution 
of 1848 gave franchise to all men, and did not explicitly forbid such action 
by women. The first woman to run for an elective office may well have 
been Jeanne Deroin (see Scott 1996: 57-89). In 1849, Deroin decided to 
invoke her duty to realize the principle of equality for which the revolution 
had been fought. She stood for a seat in the Legislative Assembly. In the 
ensuing, heated debate by politicians and political caricaturists it became 
clear, however, how much the rights of man depended on denying similar 
rights to women. After Napoleon Ill's coup d' état in December 1851, it was 
clear that women had lost whatever public forum they had had in France. 

The gap between women's and men's status widened considerably, and 
became extremely visible and increasingly acutely felt by women. To explain 
the sudden rise of the women's suffrage movements in the 19th century, I 
turn to the concept of 'relative deprivation', which has long been used within 
political science literature as a tool to examine the rise of social movements. 

Relative Deprivation and 19th Century Women 

Many theories have been put forward to explain the rise of collective 
action and social movements, all intended to deal with the questions: How 
do people struggle? Who engages in collective action? Why do people 
struggle? (see Tarrow 1991). While the literature is rich and manifold, 
Gurr's idea of relative deprivation may best catch the essence and 
consequences of the changes in women's status that took place in the 18th 
and 19th century Europe and America. 

Jo Freeman did a pioneering work in 1975 in laying down the ideas 
necessary to understand how relative deprivation works in practice. Using 
social and economic changes and changes in values as explanatory factors 
in creating relative deprivation amongst women in the 19th century (and 
again in the 1960s), Freeman introduces three ingredients as necessary for 
relative deprivation (Freeman 1975:15-17). The following is a sketch of her 
account. The sketch is an attempt to refine the concept in order to make it 
grasp better the strain that economic and social changes brought about, a 
strain that 'inevitably' led the woman question to become 'one of the most 
earth-shaking debates in the Western world.'8 

8 A phrase borrowed from Roszak (1969: 88). 

49 



The first, and the most important idea necessary to understand how 
relative deprivation works in practice, is the concept of refer ence group. 
According to Freeman, the reference group need not be a group at all. It 
can be a single person, an unrealized standard, or an abstract idea. It is 
something to which people relate their attitudes and judge their rewards. 

Women of the 18th and 19th centuries certainly used men as their 
reference group, especially men's expanding public role, with parliaments 
and political parties barred to women. Women's legal rights eroded at the 
same time that men's rights expanded. Elizabeth Cady Stanton's address to 
the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848 stated that 'Drumheads, idiots, horse-
racing, rum-selling rowdies, ignorant foreigners and silly boys' had been 
given the vote, but not well-educated, property-owning and tax-paying 
women (Bryson 1992: 47). The address is not a sign of race or class 
prejudice, as her critics maintain (see e.g. Bryson 1992: 47; Randall 1987: 
217). Rather, it is a sign of relative deprivation, acutely felt by 19th century 
women, especially those of some social standing. In Iceland, these words 
were echoed in 1895 in the first women's newspaper, Framsókn. The editor 
drew attention to the fact that independent women of great social 
standing, such as head-mistresses of the women's schools, were denied the 
vote at the same time that almost all men, even idiots, could vote if they 
only owned some land or paid taxes. 

The second necessary idea is that of the justifying myth. It is possible for 
people to compare themselves to others and feel deprived in an abstract 
sense, but still accept the discrepancy because they believe that the 
difference is justifiable. The justifying myths of the 18th and 19th centuries 
that followed the usurpation of women's rights by men certainly helped 
create a system of belief that women were not suited for political life. This 
was accepted by many, both women and men. A considerable part of 
women fought back in two ways. They did so by refering to the fact that in 
the not so distant past, women did have economic rights, and even 
suffrage. Women did not have to reach far to find evidence of this. The 
period where no woman voted was indeed short, both in England and 
America. Darcy, Welch & Clark (1987: 9) draw our attention to the fact that 
the disenfranchisement of women in English local governments lasted 
only thirty-four years, or between 1835 and 1869. In the United States, the 
period where no woman is known to have voted lasted only thirty-one 
years, or from 1807 to 1838. In Iceland, widows and unmarried women 
who payed taxes could vote in local elections from 1882 and onwards. 
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Before that, this society of small-scale farmers with a newly founded 
parliament and very restricted suffrage was not sure about the proper way 
to proceed, as shall be examined later. 

Women also fought back by creating a new ideology which has properly 
been called 'maternalist politics' (see Koven & Michel 1993; also Lebsock 
1990: 56; Mansbridge 1996:119; ). Women's role in society as mothers and 
wives was cast as having public relevance and, indeed, became a source 
of liberation for thousands of women. Rousseau had, unwittingly, 
supplied women with a rationale for intervening in political affairs. For, 
as Mary Wollstonecraft wrote in 1792, if women are the guardians of 
morality, as Rousseau stated, then surely they must have some right of 
access to the political. Only if women were able to acquire a rational 
affection for their country, could they become truly useful in the home. 
Skocpol has pointed out that this vision was 'a remarkable source of moral 
energy and political leverage for the female instigators of the first U.S. 
programs of public social provision' (Skocpol 1992: 4). This view even 
allowed women to build their own politics and sometimes form their own 
political groups and networks, such as was the case in Iceland.9 

The third, and last, ingredient in relative deprivation is aggravation, 
according to Freeman. This may be in the form of a catastrophe, such as a 
flood, a war, or a panic. It may also be the slow accumulation of many 
small grievances. Aggravation may also lie in continual exposure to new 
possibilities. 

Women of the 18th and 19th centuries were continually aggravated, as 
has been discussed previously. They witnessed the new possibilities given 
to men of all social standing, such as the suffrage. Women created 
important international networks in the last two decades of the 19th 
century, the World Women's Christian Temperance Union in 1884, the 
International Council of Women (ICW) in 1888, and the International 
Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) in 1902. These networks brought news 
of the women's movements and women's rights from all around the 
western world to even the simplest of households. In Iceland, this network 
provided the necessary spark for the creation of political feminism. 

9 Koven insists that 'civic maternalism' at no point defined a political or social movement as 
such. Rather, the language of civic maternalism allowed people, men and women, to form 
powerful but transitory coalitions on specific issues (see Koven 1993:108). As will become 
clear in this study, civic maternalism defined the women's political movement in Iceland 
and Australia at least, and probably in more countries. 
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Jo Freeman faults the women suffrage movement for having mistakenly 
seen the vote 'as an end in itself'. She also finds fault with reformist women 
for having been so concerned with fighting other people's battles that they 
forgot to fight their own. In her view, this accounts for the failure of the 
vote to bring about significant changes in women's status (Freeman 1975: 
18-19). However, as Freeman so rightly points out, the concept of relative 
deprivation is a complex one, involving both psychological and objective 
factors. The women's movement did not operate in a vacuum. Women's 
organizations and strategies were limited by the larger society, and this 
society impinged upon them in many ways. The concept of relative 
deprivation is in my opinion a good operational tool to explain the rise of 
movements. However, it is not well suited for analysis of the complex 
interplay between movement and society. The failure of women's vote to 
bring about changes had everything to do with the organizational 
structure of male-dominated politics, and nothing with women or their 
strategy. 

Runciman (1966: 10) summed the relationship between the different 
elements of relative deprivation as follows: 

We can roughly say that A is relatively deprived of X w hen (1) he does not 
have X, (2) he sees some other person or persons, which may include himself 
at some previous or expected time, as having X, (3) he wants X, and (4) he 
sees it as feasible that he should have X. 

Runciman sees relative deprivation as a psychological phenomena, but 
obviously objective factors play a decisive role. They were very real to 
18th and 19th century women. In fact, patriarchal structures were 
changing form. Commerce and industrialization needed capital in order 
to flourish, and huge amounts at that. Landed property and capital 
needed to flow freely, unhindered by the complicated structure of 
ownership and heritance that feudalism left in its wake. The subjection of 
married women as propertied persons may have been essential, perhaps 
even crucial, in this process. The fact remains, that as the court systems 
in Europe and America were rationalized in the 18th century, laws 
impinged upon the autonomy and independence of married women, 
making them almost their husband's property. Certainly, their wordly 
goods were. 

Marriage settlements, common for ages, had become very rare by the 
end of the 18th century in America. Indeed, courts often found it necessary 
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to intervene when presented with such documents.10 Children had also 
become the property of husbands, as Caroline Norton found out in 
England in 1836 (see p 13). During divorce proceedings, her husband had 
their three children removed to a secret destination. To her horror, Caroline 
found that no court in the land, civil or ecclesiastical, would find for the 
mother. This marked the beginning of a battle for reversal in the practice 
of the courts, for this was based on practice and the practice worked as law 
in many cases. Parliament intervened in this practice in 1839 by the Infants 
Custody Bill, thereby making it clear that practice of the courts could be 
changed through parliament. By this act alone, parliament must have 
became more attractive to English women than ever before. 

Underlying women's relative deprivation were the profound economic 
changes of the 18th and 19th centuries, which in the case of England at 
least can be traced to the early 17th century. The gap that rose between 
men and women originated both in changes in production, where homes 
and workplaces became separated, and in social changes. As time wore 
on, politics became a separate sphere, embracing more and more men, and 
becoming increasingly alluring to women struggling very hard against this 
new form of patriarchy. 

The Multiple Strands of Feminism and the Transnational Dimension 

The increasing division between home and work did not hinder women 
in entering the public sphere. What we now term 'the women's movement' 
was indeed a broad range of activities, ranging from philantrophic work to 
public offices such as school wardens.11 Women worked especially 

10 In 1789, the defence in an equity court in South Carolina stated that the separation of 
interests between husband and vife, produced by marriage settlements, is calculated to 
produce many mischiefs, discords, loose morals and other ill effects.' (Kerber 1980: 141). 
Marriage settlements continued, however, into the 19th century, but seem to have been an 
exception brought forward by parents fearing for their daughter's future. In 1874, for 
instance, Leonard Jerome expressed in a letter his aversion for the "English custom of 
making the wife so entirely dependent upon the husband" in negotiations with the Duke of 
Marlborough over the marriage settlement between Leonard's daughter, Jennie, and the 
Duke's son, Lord Randolph Henry Spencer Churchill, future parents of Winston Churchill 
(Martin 1970: 93). 
11 An excellent account of th e various offices held by 19th century women in England is 
given by Hollis (1989). Rossi gives a good overview on the social roots of the women's 
movement in America (Rossi 1973: 241-281). 
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fervently for Abolition and Temperance. Through this work they gained 
both experience and knowledge, which enabled them to put forward 
solutions and recommendations that were in demand by the authorities in 
charge. Women became sought after as social workers, paid as well as 
unpaid. Confronted with the horrible effects that the changing social order 
had on so many families and individuals, many women became convinced 
of their social duties as mothers, if nothing else. Not tied to biological 
terms, motherhood became politicized to the point of being a world-wide 
vision, embracing the roles of women and men in a new world.12 Mrs. 
Birney, founder of ' National Congress of Mothers' in the United States in 
1897, put these ideas into words when she maintained that women should 
be the leaders of the new maternal movement, because (Skocpol 1992: 335): 

Men have a thousand imperative outside interests and pursuits, while nature 
has set her seal upon woman as the caretaker of the child; therefore it is 
natural that woman should lead in awakening mankind to a sense of the 
responsibilities resting upon the race to provide each newborn soul with an 
environment that will foster its highest development. 

The goal of most socially engaged women was that women participate in 
politics and gain autonomy in issues concerning women and children. Many 
of them, although not all ('National Congress of Mothers', for one), also 
believed that through the vote they would be able to build politics for women 
and children, unhindered by male politicians and policy makers. Many of 
them also believed that the vote would bring public power to the manifold 
projects of civic improvement and reforms that women were engaged in at 
that time (see e.g. Catt 1911; Anthony 1915; Blair 1980; Kyle 1983; Weiner 
1983; Forster 1984; Baker 1985; Bacon 1986; Hollis 1989; Sulkunen 1990; Bock 
& Thane 1991; Saarinen 1991; Skocpol 1992; Margrét Guömundsdottir 1992, 
1995; Koven & Michel 1993; Sawer & Sims 1993; Sigriöur Th. Erlendsdóttir 
1993; Oldfield 1994; Marilley 1996; Dickinson 1996; Cimbala & Miller 1997). 

12 In his book on the politics of German child welfare, Dickinson puts it thus: "... the 
dominant "maternalist" current within the moderate feminist mainstream of the bourgeoise 
women's movement also represented in part a secularization of C hristian critiques of 
capitalism. Individualism, materialism, rationalism, aggression, instrumental logic, and the 
struggle for power and wealth were interpreted as "masculine" principles. A revaluation of 
the feminine qualities of nurture, self-sacrifice, ethical commitment, and harmony had to be 
achieved, these womem believed, as a corrective to the excessively predatory character of 
modern industrial capitalist society, which seemed to be on the verge of ripping itself apart 
in class and political conflict and cultural decay." (Dickinson 1996: 40). Dickinson projects 
this as a part of the bourgeoise women's movement. I, on the other hand, maintain that 
these ideas reached all socially engaged women, bourgeoise or not. 
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In spite of the growing 19th century emphasis on separate spheres, 
where men were seen to cater to the labour market and wordly affairs and 
women relegated to domestic affairs, reality was often quite different. 
Things changed even in the country side, where the separation of homes 
and workplaces was less visible than in towns, where the industrialization 
of agriculture made many a traditional women's work redundant (see 
Valenze 1995). Davidoff & Hall (1987) draw attention to the fact, that the 
English middle-class households were often heavily dependent upon the 
work of the women in the families of businessmen and artisans. 

Working class women often had no choice but to work. They were, 
however, not integrated into the unions of labouring men. Fearing 
competition from women, labour unions adopted a defensive strategy of 
separate gender spheres and the male breadwinner wage in order to win 
respectability from other classes of men (Clark 1995).13 This led to the 
formation of separate women's labour unions in many countries, e.g. USA 
and Iceland. Women's labour unions were sometimes established at the 
initiative of middle-class feminist women, who thus bridged the two 
worlds.14 The bridges often proved unstable, however, and the connections 
between the classes were complicated. This issue will be examined in the 
Icelandic study. It is pointed out here in order to illustrate the great 
variants within the women's movements who, nontheless, shared a 
common vision of a new world in which women played a decisive role. 

Some of the socially engaged women opposed women's suffrage, as 
strange as that may sound. Fear of the masses led women of the highest 
wealth- and power elite in America to form the 'National Association 
Opposed to Woman Suffrage' in 1911, which claimed a total membership 
of 70,000 women in 1920. These women regarded a mass electorate as a 
threat to their own way of life, revealing their class interests in statements 
decraying the expansion of 'the ignorant vote' (see Marshall 1997). But 

13 All research on the relationship between women worker's and the labouring men's unions 
show that the unions usually paid only scant attention to women's interests. In many cases 
the labour unions were directly hostile to women. See Tax (1980), Milkman (1990), Lubin & 
Winslow (1990), Rose (1992), Briskin & McDermott (1993), Clark (1995), Guöbjörg Linda 
Rafnsdóttir (1995), Hunt (1996), and Karlsson (1996). 
14 On America, see e.g. Tax (1980) who did a pioneering work by studying the ties between 
women in the socialist movement, the labour movement, the national liberation movements 
and the feminist movement in America at the turn of th e century. Liddington & Norris 
(1978) show how in England radical feminists built their suffrage campaign on a strong 
local tradition of radicalism among women, esp. working women. 
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even they had a vision of a new world where women could carve out 
important roles in politics. Thus, the women of the American 'National 
Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage' were not a group of secluded 
homemakers; they were a privileged urban elite of extraordinary wealth, 
social position, and political power. Many among the antisuffrage 
leadership enjoyed social prestige as amateur experts in various fields by 
serving on boards of public agencies that regulated, and helped, the poor, 
the sick, the elderly, and the imprisoned. Fearing that a suffrage victory 
would legitimate women's employment and further the expansion of the 
welfare state, thus making voluntary work, and themselves, redundant, 
these women turned against women's suffrage.15 

A sizeable part of socially engaged women, however, came to look 
upon the world of politics as the greatest hindrance for the creation of a 
new world. Some of them created suffrage movements in order to gain 
control over political institutions. Suffrage women insisted that politics 
needed a womanly perspective. Women must concern themselves with 
war and peace, the slave trade, slum life, and the white slave trade, i.e. 
child labour and the prostitution of women. All of these ideas were 
presented within the international organizations that women founded 
around the turn of t he 19th century. Here, we find a fusion of ideas and a 
mix of organizations of a scale that the world had not witnessed before. 
The attention here will be focused on one of these international 
organizations, the International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA). That 
organization directly influenced the events in Reykjavik that form the 
major part of this study. 

The IWSA and the Feminist Project 

IWSA was founded in Washington D.C. in February 1902. The chair­
woman, Carrie Chapman Catt, was well schooled in America's voluntary 
women's organizations and the women's rights organizations. She soon 

151 remind the reader of the ideas of John Burgess, the first director of gr aduate studies in 
political Science in the United States, at Columbia University in 1880 (see p. 22). As the 
reader may recall, Burgess opposed women's suffrage on the grounds that the suffrage 
would lead women to abandon their voluntary work, thus leaving a gap that only the state 
could fill. Women's individual rights sould thus be sacrificed for a limited state - a view 
that antisuffrage women shared. 
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built a world-wide network, calling to bi-annual meetings women of great 
organizational experience and skills from all over the world and helping 
build suffrage organizations in countries that had none.16 Through this 
network news travelled with great speed, both informally through 
individual members, and formally through its organ Jus Suffragii, thus 
creating 'imagined communities' in the words of Benedict Anderson 
(Anderson 1991). Women who came in contact with these ideas, 
encountered a whole new world, unbound by social convention and social 
ties.17 

The activities of the IWSA were not exclusively aimed at women's 
suffrage. The right to vote was simply a tool, an important one admittedly, 
but not an objective in itself. The objective was to revolutionise politics, to 
create a society where all citizens would be equal, and all would be 
participants. To some degree, this was based upon the ideas of 
developmental democratists such as Mary Wollstonecraft and John Stuart 
Mill. More importantly, the movement played upon the image of women 
as a force for moral reform in society. Many and various political 
philosophers had written on the latter subject; in fact, during the 18th and 
19th centuries, little was written on politics that did not assign a special 
role to women. Reference was often made to women's special skills in 
mediating, and maintaining the moral standards of society. Many women 
activists drew from these ideas their most powerfool tools, i.e. the 
justification for the vote, and the creation of maternalist politics. As Rupp 
& Taylor show (1991: 75-76), women in the international women's 
movement stressed that women across national boundaries shared basic 
female values. Most often, the women linked those values to motherhood, 

16 At IWSA's second convention in Berlin in 1904, Carrie Chapman Catt was given Australia 
as a territory from which to recruit member organizations, Anita Augsburg from Germany 
received Norway and Austria, and Johanna Naber of Netherlands received Switzerland 
and Belgium (see IWSA 1904,1906). 

17 Women need not be members of associations affiliated to IWSA in order to receive news 
as the various women's organizations had a great overlap of membership, thus creating an 
even larger network. For instance, Randi Blehr, the leader of N orsk kvinnesaksforening, 
took the initiative in the founding of Norske kvinners sanitetsforening in 1896, which 
dedicated itself to the fight against tuberculosis (see Grindheim 1991: 22). Miss Gary Garrett 
Hay was listed as a representative for the fraternal delegation of the General Federation of 
Women's Clubs in the United States at the IWSA Stockholm conference in 1911. Mrs. 
Frederick Nathan, first vice president of th e National Consumer's League, also attended 
the IWSA conference in Stockholm in 1911. These few examples show how wide-ranging 
the women's movements were in the late 19th and early 20th century. 
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which they believed made women natural advocates of peace, justice, 
civilization, culture, and even beauty.18 

Like today's feminists, however, the women who campaigned for 
women's rights at the turn of the century had many and often 
contradictory views on society and women's place in it, although they 
were in agreement that women's status should be improved, and that 
women should take action. Within the IWSA were many groups from 
different countries. When the ideology of the organisation is discussed 
here, reference is made to the organisation's manifestos, and to speeches 
made by leading women. The organisation never issued a detailed 
manifesto on social issues, or on women's role in society. 

In her addresses to the IWSA bi-annual meetings, the president, Carrie 
Chapman Catt, provided member organizations with a vision of a new 
world. Leaders of the individual organizations and affiliated associations 
also presented the meetings with reports and made references to the task 
that faced women as citizens. Those references ran very much along the 
same lines as the presidential addresses. The addresses are therefore worth 
some consideration, and the address of 1911 is chosen here for scrutiny. 

In her 1911 presidential address, Carrie Chapman Catt puts forward the 
question: "Why do we disturb ourselves to hasten progress?" (IWSA 1911: 
69-70). She immediately answers by stating that women of the IWSA 
refuse to sit idly by while other women endure hideous wrongs. Catt 
refers to the modern economic institutions that have pushed hundreds of 
thousands of women out of their homes into the labour market, where 
they are crowded into unskilled employment for want of proper training. 
Everywhere paid less than men for equal work, everywhere discriminated 
against, women are utterly at the mercy of forces over which they have no 
control. Law-making bodies are attempting to regulate the wages, the 
hours, and the conditions under which women shall work. Already serious 
wrongs have been done many women because of this ill-advised 
legislation by men who understand neither women nor the meaning of 
women's invasion of modern industry. 

Women are overwhelmed by the odds against them and thousands are 
driven to the streets. There they swell that "horrid, unspeakably unclean 
peril of c ivilisation" - prostitution. Catt is adamant in her description of 

18 Rupp & Taylor maintain that those female values have continued to play an important 
role within Western women's movements. This is a view which I wholly agree with (see 
Auòur Styrkarsdóttir 1997a), although outside the boundaries of this dissertation. 
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the horrible life of the women forced to take to the streets, and of the 
danger to the race that this degradation of women entails, e.g. as the 
spread of tuberculosis shows. "Upon these women we have no right to 
turn our backs. Their wrongs are our wrongs. Their existence is part of our 
problem. They have been created by the very injustices against which we 
protest." Catt ends her address by stating that it is the demand for a 
complete revision in women's legal, social, educational, and industrial 
status that spurs women on in their demand for the vote. 

The network also provided women with the idea of s eparate women's 
parties. It is of course difficult to trace the exact origin of separate women's 
parties. Bearing in mind that women were not altogether barred from 
politics at the local level in the 19th century, and also that in many 
countries women did indeed hold political posts, the idea is not as far­
fetched as it may seem. Two women even ran for presidents in the United 
States, Victoria Woodhull in 1872 and Belva Lock wood in 1884 and 1888 
(see Rowbotham 1992: 79; Evans 1989:124; Riegel 1968: 87). Moreover, the 
idea of women forming their own political unions and running women's 
lists at elections seemed perfectly normal to feminists, who on the whole 
distrusted the male party system (see e.g. Sa wer & Simms 1993: 47). This 
was in full accordance with the political work already undertaken by 
women through voluntary work, mostly at the local level. For instance, in 
1912, Mrs. T. J. Bowlker, a member of the 'General Federation of Women's 
Clubs' in the United States, wrote an article in the journal American City 
under the heading 'Women's Home-Making Function Applied to the 
Municipality' (Skocpol 1992: 332): 

Our work is founded on the belief that woman has a special function in 
developing the welfare of humanity which man cannot perform. The 
function consists in her power to make, of any place in which she may 
happen to live, a home for all those who come there. Women must now learn 
to make of t heir cities great community homes for all the people. 

Table 1 shows where women's lists have occurred in the world from the 
19th century to this date. They have a long history, even if they have not 
always been successful at the polls. The most successful cases have 
occurred in Iceland. The Icelandic case offers an opportunity to examine 
successful women's lists in order to locate the ways and means that 
facilitate or hinder their success. In other words, Iceland offers a unique 
opportunity to examine in detail the relationship between women's 
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suffrage, party politics and patriarchal power - a relationship that is at the 
forefront of this study. 

Table 1. Women's lists in the world, 1901-1995 

Country 
Local 
governments 

State/national 
government 

Australia 1903,1910,1913,1914,1917 

Belgium 1972 

Denmark 1909,1913,1946 
(and more) 

Faeroe-Islands 1956,1980,1984, 
1988,1992 

W-Germany 1980,1984 

Iceland 1908-1921 
1982-1994 

1922,1926,1983,1987, 
1991,1995 

Israel 1977 

Japan 1977 

Netherlands 1920,1958,1962, 
1978,1982,1992 

1921,1974 

Norway 1901,1904,1945, 
1975,1979 

1918,1928,1973 

Sweden 1927 1924,1928,1973 

United Kingdom 1918 

Sources: Auòur Styrkarsdóttir (1993/1994: 82-88; Dahlerup 1978; Fosshaug 1989; Haavio-
Mannila et. al. 1983). 
Underlined dates indicate that the list received a mandate. 
This is very probably not a complete overview of women's lists as many may still 
be uncovered. 

One of the most ardent supporters of separate women's parties and 
candidacies was the Australian suffragette Vida Goldstein.19 She spent a 
few months in the United States around 1901-1902 and became one of the 

19 On Vida Goldstein's life and work, see Weiner (1983). 
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founders of IWSA. Vida Goldstein founded the Women's Political 
Association in Australia in 1902. Schooled in various women's organi­
zations, Goldstein argued that Australian women should enter the larger 
political arena when in 1902 the Australian government decided that 
suffrage for the new federal government should not be limited by sex, 
property or marriage status. Australian women already had suffrage in 
three states in Australia, the last being won in 1908. In fact, only women in 
New Zealand won suffrage to national parliaments earlier than Australian 
women, or as early as 1893.20 A curious discrepancy had occurred in 
Australia, one that was bound to both increase women's relative 
deprivation and invigorate women's social movements: Women could 
now vote for the federal state government, but not for some of the state 
legislatures. 

Vida Goldstein jumped at the chance to advertise 'the cause' at the 
federal election held in 1903. The Women's Political Association entered 
Vida Goldstein as the women's candidate in the state of Victoria. Her 
statements about the reasons why she thought it necessary for women to 
enter national parliaments were echoed in similar statements elsewhere 
around the world, including Reykjavik. They are therefore worth quoting 
at length: 

1. Because I believe that women should enter Parliament as representatives 
of the homes, and to voice the opinions of women on important domestic 
and social affairs, which the increasing specialising of labor - educational, 
industrial and social - is bringing more and more into the political arena. 

2. Because I believe that no matter how ready men may be to protect the 
interests of women and children, they cannot do so effectively; because they 
cannot see such matters from the woman's point of view. Before working 
men got into parliament their interests were misunderstood, when they were 
not entirely neglected; in the same way the interests of women are 
misunderstood or neglected. 

3. Because I believe the cause of state suffrage will be advanced by public 
attention being drawn to the absurdly anomalous position in which women 
of V ictoria are placed today, in having the vote for the National Parliament 
and not for the State Parliament. 

(Weiner 1983: 249) 

20 For a good account on dates on women's suffrage in individual countries in the world, see 
Inter-Parliamentary Union (1995). 
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Vida Goldstein's statement bears evidence to the fact that Australian 
women had for a long time been actively engaged in various kinds of 
social activities, not the least those concerning the welfare of children, sick 
and the elderly, as well as women's rights. Women's entrance to 
Parliament was but one further step in the political work already 
undertaken by thousands of Australian women (see Sa wer & Simms 1993). 

Vida Goldstein received 50.000 votes and came in as number 15 of the 18 
candidates in the state of Victoria (Mackenzie 1960: 202; Evans 1977: 213; 
also Oldfield 1994). She ran again as women's candidate in 1910,1913,1914 
and 1917, always receiving considerable portions of the vote, but never 
enough to be elected. 

In his book on democracy and social movements, John Markoff 
illustrates the various ways social movement ideas and tactics cross 
national frontiers (Markoff 1996: 27-31). The women's suffrage movement 
is a good case in point, made particularly illuminating by the international 
organizations, such as the IWSA, that actively built networks across 
frontiers. Such networks are, however, contingent upon several factors 
existing across the border. A primary factor is that the person or persons at 
the other side of the border possess the resources necessary to both start an 
organization and uphold it. The next section deals with resource-
mobilization theories and how they can aid in the study of the old 
women's movements. 

Iceland and International Feminism 

The resource-mobilization school originated in the United States in the 
1970s and the 1980s as a reaction to 'collective behaviour' theories and 
theories of individual psychological reaction to grievances. At the center of 
the latter theories stood concepts like relative deprivation, frustration, and 
alienation (see Turner & Killian 1957; Smelser 1963). Those were felt to be 
too limited, in the sense that they left little room for the actors. Although 
grievances may be profound, more is needed to turn them into organized 
social movements. Resource-mobilization theories emphasize the 
organizational aspects of social movements, i.e. how individuals come to 
turn individual grievances into organized movements. Resources is a 
central concept, by which is meant all external things that can turn 
grievances into mobilization. The level of individual engagement, money, 

62 



support from others, influential individuals or established organizations, 
organizational structure, media ownership or good-will, and alertness, are 
all important resources which can be used to turn grievances into effective 
mobilization (Zald & McCarthy 1977).21 

The Icelandic case offers an opportunity to examine how resources can 
be turned into mobilization. Born in 1856 on a small farm, Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir attended one of Iceland's four women's schools in the 
winter of 1880-81. Briet became a teacher of children in 1881-1887, moved 
to Reykjavik and gave lessons to children and took lessons herself in 
Danish and English. In 1887 one of Reykjavik's several periodicals 
published an article on women's education, which Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir 
wrote under a pseudonym. In 1888, Briet made her first public appearance 
as a speaker of women's rights, giving a lecture in Reykjavik on the subject. 
The lecture was a success, immediately published by one of Reykjavik's 
largest publishers. In 1888 Briet married the editor of the periodical and 
became a happy wife and the mother of two children. Her husband urged 
her to continue with independent work, and she became the editor of a 
children's magazine and a women's paper, Kvennabladid (the Women's 
Paper), which her husband financed and published. Although being a 
member of one of Reykjavik's largest women's organization, Hid tslenska 
kvenfélag (the Icelandic Women's Association), she was not very active, nor 
did she agitate for women's suffrage in her Women's Paper. 

The year of 1902 changed all that. Her husband died suddenly and Briet 
was left with two children to provide for. Although not being well off, 
Briet was certainly in a better position than many widows. She did not 
have financial troubles, for one thing, and she now had to run her 
husband's printing firm and edit his periodical along with her own paper. 
Ironically, Briet also gained municipal suffrage upon her husband's death. 
In 1903 she used her newly found status as a citizen in Reykjavik to plot 
with five other women whom to vote for in the election to the town council 
(See Guöjon Friöriksson 1988). 

Her life took a new turn in 1904 when on a trip to Denmark, Norway 
and Sweden Briet came into contact with women engaged in suffrage 

21 The earliest resource-mobilization theorists include Zald & Ash (1966), Oberschall (1973), 
Freeman (1975), Gamson (1975), Tilly, Tilly & Tilly (1975), Zald & McCarthy (1977), Tilly 
(1978), and Jenkins (1983). The following have used resource-mobilisation theories in their 
analysis on women's movements: Freeman (1975), Ferre & Hess (1985), Rupp & Taylor 
(1987), and Ryan (1992). 
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work. Later that year Carrie Chapman Catt, who had heard about Briet 
through her network, sent her a letter, asking her to found a suffrage 
society in Iceland. Briet had everything that was required to create a social 
movement. She was financially independent as well as being her own 
master. She knew Danish and English which meant that international 
communication was possible. She was interested in women's suffrage. 
Last, but not least, Briet already owned a woman's paper, thereby being 
able to reach women all over Iceland. Carrie Chapman Catt invited Briet to 
attend IWSA's congress in Copenhagen in 1906 and give a lecture on 
Iceland. Members of the Danish suffrage society invited her to stay with 
them during her Copenhagen days. So, Briet attended the congress. 

The 1906 IWSA congress was attended by members from 16 countries. 
Here, Briet was introduced to the various political work that women were 
engaged in, including Vida Goldstein and her candidacy in the Australian 
federal elections of 1903. Vida's report to the congress from Australia also 
contained information about what women's efforts in politics through 
lobbying had brought about for women and children in that country 
(IWSA 1904, 1906: 63-67). Briet was also introduced to the suffragette's 
vision of a new world. Here, women were seen to use their vote to change 
the legal and social positions of women and children in order to create a 
better world for all. Anna H. Shaw, the American suffragette gave a speech 
on the political freedom of women where the vote would be used as a 
means to a higher and better morality (IWSA 1904, 1906: 23). Louise 
Norlund, the Danish suffragette, gave a speech on the responsibility 
involved in holding the suffrage. In her opinion, this responsibility alone 
was sufficient ground for giving the vote to women; responsibility 
envoked in people a sense of involvement and commitment and would 
make women better mothers, better wives and thereby better citizens 
(IWSA 1904,1906: 73). Carrie Chapman Catt summed these visions in her 
speech on the example that could be set by Finnish women, who had won 
the parliamentary vote previously that year: 

Do they [Finnish women] ask: "How can we help?", we answer: By making 
your suffrage worthy of the best and highest womanhood; by insisting upon 
honesty and nobility in your politics; by forgetting personalities and petty 
things, and clinging always to the high ideal; by proving that politics do not 
demoralize the home, but that the home ennobles politics; by demonstrating 
that the mother is a wiser parent when she is likewise a free citizen, and 
lastly; by showing that the home is indeed a "Unit of society", a "Bulwark of 
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a nation's greatness" when within it there is a queen as well as a king, whose 
sceptres are of equal power. 

(IWSA 1904,1906: 50) 

Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir must have sailed to Iceland in euphoric spirits. The 
Women's Paper became the most ardent supporter of women's rights that 
Icelanders had seen. Briet turned to the Icelandic Women's Association 
and asked the president to take on the suffrage cause. When the president 
refused because of the unpopularity of that cause, Briet set out to organize 
a new women's organization, Kvenréttindafélag Islands (the Icelandic 
Women's Rights Organization), formally founded on January 27,1907. The 
organization's laws were copied from the Swedish organization, 
demonstrating Markoff's thesis on how social movements cross frontiers 
and borrow organizations and ideas.22 The laws stated that the Women's 
Rights Organization would work for the full political rights for women. 
The energies of the organization were to be directed to that cause 
exclusively, leaving philantropic work to other women's organizations. 

When married women suddenly became voters in Reykjavik by the law 
passed later in the year 1907, the idea of entering a women's list came 
naturally to the organization. Most of the members of the Women's Rights 
Organization were also members of other women's organizations in 
Reykjavik and felt the need to put the vote to good use. Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir was the inventor of a women's list, arguing that women 
should use the opportunity to gain political experience by entering a 
separate list, rather than leaving the town's politics wholly to men (Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir 1947:17). 

Part II of this study is devoted to a close examination of the relationship 
between social movement, politics and actors. This is done by a detailed 
study, that of the town of Reykjavik, Iceland, in the years 1908-1922. I 
apply my theoretical framework to the study, as explained in chapters 1.1 
and 1.2, with the help of the conclusions reached so far. The conclusions 
can be summed thus (very briefly): 

1. The women's suffrage movements were a reaction against a new form 
of patriachal power, where the separation of household and production 
created a public sphere of a size unseen before. Politics became a separate 
growing sphere, and men tried to use the political sphere to keep women 

22 Briet copied the laws of the Swedish organization because at the 1906 convention of IWSA 
in Copenhagen the Swedish laws were judged the best (Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir 1947:12). 
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solely within the household, thus seeking to create solidarity across class 
boundaries. This helps to explain why it took so much longer for women 
than men to win the vote. 

2. The feminist vision of politics and the future society differed vastly 
from the liberal project put forward by most political thinkers and, 
especially, politicians. Feminists put forward a notion of the citizen as an 
individual, in contrast to the gendered, proprietied person of Hobbes and 
Locke, whose arguments had won the day. Taking their cues from 
Rousseau, Wollstonecraft and John Stuart Mill, feminists insisted upon the 
connection between civic virtue and the family and stressed the relevance 
of domestic virtue for politics. This proved enormously liberating for 
women. 

The relationship between women's suffrage, political institutions/party 
politics and patriarchal power can be explored in a unique way in Iceland. 
In the first place, Icelandic women ran women's lists at elections to the 
town council with relative success. This allows me to explore in depth the 
relationship between enfranchised, political women and the political 
institutions. In the second place, Iceland at this period offers an 
opportunity to study the linkage between different sectors of society and 
test the strength of my theoretical approach, i.e. the validity of the concrete 
theory model. 

In order to familiarize the reader with the town, as well as the country, I 
turn next to a description of Icelandic society and politics in 1845-1920, and 
the rise of women's organizations preceding the political feminism of Briet 
Bjarnhéôinsdôttir. 
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Part II 





Chapter II.l 

Icelandic Society and Politics, 
1845-1920 

From democratic politics to patronage 

"We of south ïnngey County are not worse suited 
than others [to exercise political power], even if we live at 

the periphery of this country which is the periphery of the world." 
(An Icelandic farmer's statement, 1884. Gunnar Karlsson 1977: 16). 

Introduction 

This chapter introduces 19th and early 20th century Icelandic society to 
the reader. Iceland was a late developer, both economically and politically, 
being introduced to modern politics in 1845 by a monarch. The chapter 
explores the development from a relatively poor farmer's society in 1845 to 
the beginning of indrustrialization at the turn of the century, and women's 
social and political postition within changing structures. The chapter 
examines the interplay between institutions, policy and individuals, and 
the relationship between women's suffrage, political institutions and 
patriarchal power. 

Some Facts and Figures 

Iceland was settled in the 9th and 10th centuries, mainly from Norway. 
The inhabitants established a remarkable Commonwealth without king, 
whose legislative and judicial power lay in the hands of a common 
meeting at Mngvellir, called Alpingi. Lacking an executive body, the 
Commonwealth proved instable and in 1262 Icelanders agreed to take as 
their king the Norwegian king, Hakon 'the Old'. With the breakup of the 
Kalmar Union in 1521, Norway came firmly under Danish rule, and with 
it, Iceland. 
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In 1845 the Danish king re-established AlJ^ingi as a consultative 
assembly. In 1874 Icelanders were presented with a Constitution which 
gave Aljiingi legislative and financial power in internal affairs, restricted 
however by veto of a Danish Minister, and all legislation had to be 
approved by the Danish king. In 1904 Iceland gained home rule, i.e. the 
office of the Minister of Iceland was established in Reykjavik which was 
responsible to Aljringi. All legislation had to be approved by AlJMngi, 
which meant a diminishing of the legislative role of the Danish king and 
his ministers. This, in turn, led to the formation of mass political parties as 
the Minister needed parliamentarian majority for his legislation. In 1918, 
Iceland became a sovereign state. In 1944 Iceland declared independence 
in all affairs, thus severing the centuries old ties with Denmark. 

During this period of 100 years, Iceland underwent economic, social, 
and political changes with remarkable speed. Table 2 shows population 
changes in Iceland from 1840-1920. At the turn of the century, this was still 
a sparsely populated country of farmers, their wives and offspring, and 
land-labourers and maids on farms. Reykjavik, the largest town in Iceland, 
counted only about 1.500 people around the middle of the century, rising 
slowly to almost 4.000 in 1890. By the turn of the century, 80% of the 
population still resided in the countryside and small villages by the sea­
side. By contrast, that figure was 45% in 1930. 

Table 2. Population of Iceland, 1840-1920 

Year Number Changes 

1840 
1850 
1860 
1870 
1880 
1890 
1901 
1910 
1920 

57.094 
59.157 
66.987 
69.763 
72.445 
70.927 
78.470 
85.183 
94.690 

3,6% 
13,2% 

4,1% 

2,1% 
10,6% 

8,6% 
11,2% 

3,8% 

Source: Bragi Guömundsson & Gunnar Karlsson 1997: 57 and 319. 
The sharp drop in population growth between 1880 and 1890 is explained by 
Icelandic emigration to North-America. In the period between 1870 and 1914, 
some 14.000 Icelanders emigrated. 
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In 1901 80% of the population still resided in the country, and farming was 
the main source of living for 68% of the whole population. The next three 
decades, however, saw a dramatic turn: In 1930 only 45% of the population 
resided in the country, and 39% lived off farming (Audur Styrkarsdóttir 
1982: 15). The middle class was thus non-existant in any substantial 
numbers until well into the 20th century. 

The 'take-off' in economic terms came in 1904 with the establishment of 
a private bank, financed by Danish and Norwegian investors but run by 
Icelandic politicians and entrepreneurs. The bank loaned heavily to the 
newly emerging fishing industry, which proved very profitable and laid 
the grounds for industrialization in Iceland. Reykjavik became the 
headquarters of the administration; it housed the banks and the largest 
corporations, and pressure groups and social movements proliferated. In 
short, Reykjavik became the capital of Iceland in every sense of the word. 
The population growth was enormous in the town during the first decades 
of the 20th century, growing from 3.900 in 1890 (5,5% of the whole 
population) to 17.700 in 1920 (19% of the population). The establishment of 
modern institutions, economic and political, had profound conse­
quences. The class structure also changed, as shall be examined in the next 
section. 

The Changing Class Structure 

The role of the middle class has been underlined at several points in this 
dissertation. The growth of the middle class played a decisive role in the 
formation of modern politics, as well as in changing the form of male 
domination. It is therefore important to examine the class structure of 
Icelandic society at the time period of my study. 

As has emerged above, no middle class existed in Iceland to speak of 
until at the turn of the century when industrialization began to reach 
Iceland, mainly in the form of the growing fishing industry. We can safely 
speak of Iceland as a farmer's society until the 1900s, when certain features 
began to emerge. After 1900, Iceland can be divided into three types of 
societies: 

1. Rural communities, characterized by independent, self-sufficient 
farms; 
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2. Growing villages by the sea-side where the fishing industry called for 
wage-labourers of both sexes; 

3. Towns were industry and commerce played a role along with the 
fishing industry. Only three towns were essential here: Akureyri, 
Seyöisfjöröur and Reykjavik. The last became the leading town because 
of its role as the administrative residence and its size compared with 
the other two. 

The three 'industrial' towns were also the ones which saw the emergence of a 
middle class in any substantial numbers. In 1910, for instance, between 13 and 
14% of the working population of these towns were employed in commerce 
and 30-40% were employed in service work of all kinds. Those figures were a 
lot lower in other towns/villages (Auöur Styrkarsdóttir 1982:15-17). 

The literature on social movements, including the women's movements, 
stresses the role of the middle class as providing the initiative and 
leadership of reform movements. It comes as no surprise, therefore, to find 
that Iceland was a late developer of a women's suffrage movement, lacking 
that vital class until at the turn of the century. The three towns that enjoyed 
industrial growth in Iceland, also saw the emergence of separate women's 
lists at municipal elections, which further illustrates the role of the middle 
class as the harbinger of reform. The women's lists were, however, 
sporadic in Akureyri and Seyöisfjöröur, which brings Reykjavik to the 
center of this study.1 

Important as the middle class may be for reform movements, it is, 
however, not a necessary and sufficient condition. As the Icelandic study 
shows, many rural people proved both more liberal and democratic, 
particularly towards women's suffrage, than the rising middle class in 
Iceland. 

The Emergence of Modern Politics 

The emergence of m odern politics in Iceland by the mid 19th century can 
be regarded as a textbook case on the usefulness of political process theory, 
or political opportunity theory, i.e. how opportunities provided by public 

1 Women's lists were entered at the municipal elections in Akureyri in 1910,1911,1914 and 
1921, winning one representative on the town council in 1911 and 1921. A women's lists 
was entered at Seyöisfjöröur in 1910, winning 36% of the vote and one representative out of 
the three that were elected. These lists await further study. 
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policies or political systems create space that groups or individuals can act 
upon. In January 1848 King Frederik the 7th issued his intention to end 
absolute monarch rule in his kingdom and establish a parliamentary 
kingdom (see Einar Laxness 1960: 42-43). The King also decided that a 
National Convention should be held in Reykjavik in 1851 to decide on the 
future role of Aljringi. 

These decisions kindled a political spirit in many Icelanders. An 
association was formed in the summer of 1848 in Reykjavik with the 
purpose of working for political progress in the country. The association 
established a weekly paper, Pjódólfur, which agitated for political progress 
and more independent rule in the country. A movement was born, 
originating in Reykjavik, that collected signatures around the country for a 
national constitutional assembly. A meeting was called at Mngvellir (the 
site of the old Icelandic legislative assembly during the Commonwealth 
era) in 1848 which only 19 men attended. In 1849, however, the Mngvellir 
Convention was attended by 180 people and at the Mngvellir Convention 
in the summer of 1850 it was decided to hold meetings in every county 
with the intention of putting forward proposals for the role of a national 
legislature within the Danish kingdom. 

Most of the counties held meetings in the following months, and some 
of them issued declarations that caused alarm among the Danish 
authorities in Iceland. In March 1851 the Country Administrator put a ban 
on all meetings and asked for a troop from Denmark. A Mngvellir 
Convention was nevertheless held in June which ca. 140 people attended. 
The 25 strong troop landed in Reykjavik in July, a few days after the 
National Convention was opened. The king's representative at the meeting 
put forward a proposal that Alling i should continue to be a consultative 
parliament. When the nationally elected members at the Convention 
refused to accept this, the king's representative called the meeting off with 
the help of the Country Administrator. The elected members decided to 
accept this and seem generally to have been ill prepared for this turn of 
events, in spite of the warning signs spelled out by the ban on public 
meetings and the arrival of t he Danish troop. 

Before and around the National Convention, Iceland's first political 
group was born and a national political system came into existence (Bragi 
Guömundsson & Gunnar Karlsson 1997: 115-116). The group was 
unorganized and had no name, and the originators considered the whole 
Icelandic nation their domain. After the National Convention in 1851, 
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Icelanders came to look upon politics as a struggle for independence and a 
struggle against foreign intervention. 

Icelanders were handed a parliament and representative (albeit very 
limited) government, and they had to find both a proper role in Icelandic 
society. That role came to be seen as a wakening of the Icelandic national 
spirit, bringing progress and enlightenment to this backward country. In 
short, Icelanders became preoccupied with the building of a nation and a 
national state. This preoccupation was fed by what can only be called 
revenge actions by the Danish authorities in Iceland. Some of the elected 
members to the National Convention in 1851, who belonged to the 
administrative personnel, were banned from attending Al^ingi, which 
meant that they could not take a seat if elected. The person who had 
initially called for the awakening of the national spirit did not get any of 
the official jobs he applied for, and the weekly paper Pjódólfur was 
censored. The highest administrators in Iceland also began their own 
publications in 1849 in order to counteract the, to their mind, dangerous 
and radical ideas of t he political group in Reykjavik around Pjódólfur 
(Einar Laxness 1960). 

The political system that Icelanders built in the years after 1845, and 
especially after 1851, was a remarkable blend of direct democracy and 
representative government. The representative government was embodied 
in Alj^ingi which was held every other year and lasted 4-6 weeks. 
Icelanders decided to hold a meeting every year to give the population a 
chance to put forward their wishes so that members of Al]Mngi could 
present them to the Danish king. Every county was supposed to send 
representatives to the Mngvellir Convention. The first Mngvellir 
Convention which was held in 1848, was attended by only 19 men. The 
Convention in 1849 was attended by 180 men from all counties in Iceland, 
a sign of great increase in political interest amongst the population. The 
counties should hold their own meetings, gather grievances and petitions 
and send forward with their representatives. The county meetings were 
also supposed to select candidates for parliamentary elections.2 

2 It seems that the Kngvellir Convention discussed whom to vote for AlJjingi at least once, 
in 1864 (see Einar Laxness 1960: 302). No systematic studies exist on the actual actions of 
county meetings except for South-Dingey County. Resources from that county refer only 
once to the selection of candidate as a role for a meeting (Gunnar Karlsson 1977: 20). In one 
county in eastern Iceland that role seems to have played some part in county meetings in 
the period 1872-1880. (Ärmann Halldórsson 1986: 135). On the whole this is a neglected 
area of study. 
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Initially national interest in the representative system seems to have 
been great and many had high hopes as to what that system could 
accomplish in furthering progress. Letters that have survived show that at 
least in some constituencies voters demanded that their representative 
hold meetings before and after the Al^ingi-session and communicate 
closely with the voters (Luövik Kristjànsson 1955: 202, and 230). 

National interest in the political system seemed to have waned however 
after the dissolution of the National Convention in 1851. Mngvellir 
Conventions were held annually until 1856 when attendance was 
extremely scarce (15 men), being held irregularly after that date, with 
interest rising again in the 1880s. Research indicates that county meetings 
were held fairly regularly throughout the 19th century, at least somewhere 
in the country, becoming very popular after 1874, when Icelanders were 
presented with a Constitution which gave legislative and financial power 
to Al^ingi, restricted by the veto of a Danish Minister. As time wore on, 
however, such meetings gradually became resources for individual 
politicians and prospective candidates. Politicians carried with them 
knowledge of the 'bigger world', i.e. the world of formal parliamentary 
politics, which was foreign to most Icelanders. Politicians began to use the 
county meetings and Kngvellir Conventions to petition AlJ?ingi with the 
political questions they wanted to use in their battle with Danish 
authorities. 

The main political objective of county meetings was to gather petitions 
and present them at the Mngvellir Conventions and to Aljringi (see 
Gunnar Karlsson 1977: 42-43). The petitions were supported by signatures 
of the public. The first decades after 1845 witnessed a large number of 
petitions on a number of issues. Icelanders seem to have regarded this 
form of political participation as open to all who owned land, i.e. were 
farmers, and not reserved for the enfranchised population. It was also 
open to definition who could attend the political meetings, as this was 
nowhere stated. The public showed political meetings greater interest than 
voting, as witnessed by the fact that attendance was often a lot higher at 
county-meetings than at the polling place, especially after 1874. Suffrage 
was restricted to farmers who owned land and paid taxes, and to 
administrators and men with a university degree, being extended to all tax 
paying males in 1874, except those who worked on farms. The bulk of the 
population was not enfranchised, and the enfranchised males seemed to 
regard the vote as a minor kind of political activity during the 19th 
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century. Thus, attendance at the polls in 1874 was only 19,6% of the 
enfranchised population, rising slowly to 48,7% in 1900 (Hagstofa Islands 
1995: 9). Constituencies were almost exclusively single-member and 
competition for seats in AlJ^ingi was more often than not non-existant. The 
county meetings are probably a better indicator of popular interest in the 
political system at large, and Alfringi in particular, than the act of voting. 

In this system, that can be described as participatory democracy, women 
were included on par with men as shall be examined in a later section. 
However, participation seems to have been restricted to certain groups in 
society, but not necessarily on the basis of sex Those groups included 
people that had suffrage in municipal affairs, the wives of men with 
suffrage, men and women who had some say in the affairs of their 
communities even if they did not have suffrage, e.g. people who had some 
kind of education, and prospective voters, i.e. sons of farmers who 
obviously would one day have their own land and gain suffrage. Nobody 
would expect to see their maids or male land-labourers turn up at political 
meetings, nor people that had had to turn to their communities for 
financial help. 

From Danish Elitism to Icelandic Patronage 

At the turn of t he century, the town of Reykjavik had become the leading 
town in all respects: economical, social, and political. Only two banks 
operated in the country, both in Reykjavik; Landsbanki Islands, founded in 
1885, a governmental bank, and Islandsbanki, a privately owned bank 
founded in 1904. AlJ^ingi gathered in Reykjavik every other year, and with 
home rule in 1904 the administration had its offices there. 

Political parties, pressure groups and other quasi-political groupings 
soon found the need to operate from Reykjavik or have strong ties with 
social and political groups in the town that could lobby parliament and 
the administration.3 Thus, the strengthening of the political system and re­
structuring of the administration called for different types of social 
movements and social and political groups. Some of the groups gained 
3 Briet Bjarnhéòinsdóttir, the leader of the Icelandic Women's Rights Organization founded 
in 1907, came under criticism in 1909 for her proposal to sister organizations that they be 
led by the organization in Reykjavik. She answered that everybody whom the organization 
had to communicate with resided in Reykjavik, thereby illustrating the administrative 
importance of the town ((Pbs) Bréfasafn Brietar Bjarnhédinsdóttur ritstjóra). 

76 



access to the political system, and were even incorporated into the 
structure. The political groups changed form with home rule in 1904, as 
the new type of administration called for structured and disciplined 
groups that could form parliamentarian majority. Other groups, or 
groupings were kept out of the political system by gatekeepers, which 
increasingly became those who headed the political parties. 

The Icelandic political system of the 19th and early 20th century has 
been described as a slow advance from elitism towards pluralism (see 
Olafur Ragnar Grimsson 1976). This conclusion is reached by analysis of 
the major political institutions in Icelandic society: parliament and the 
power base of parliamentarians, administrative institutions, the press, and 
political groupings around parliamentary issues. The author's approach is 
highly institutional, which narrows the definition of politics and the 
political world of 19th century Icelandic men and women to those who 
were directly engaged in the parliamentary political system. 

The author's definition of politics proper will be questioned in the next 
section. The author's analysis of the institutional political system is, 
however, fruitful. Politics in Iceland, very narrowly defined, was indeed 
highly elitist and unapproachable for the bulk of the population. The 
parliamentary system, imported as it was from abroad, produced a new 
force in the Icelandic social landscape, a force that was unfamiliar to most 
Icelanders. Al^ingi was first and foremost a consultative body until 1874, 
and little was to be gained from that institution, either for individual 
politicians or for the population at large. The changes in 1874, which gave 
Al^ingi legislative and financial power, albeit limited, rekindled the 
national interest, but in 1904 an entirely new force was introduced. Home 
rule meant that all legislation had to gain the consent of Al^ingi, and a 
minister who was responsible to AlJ^ingi. Formerly, competing factions in 
Icelandic politics had mostly debated over the future of the relationship 
between the Danish parliament and Alf>ingi. After 1904, the factions formed 
into structured groups. The most structured group was the Home Rule 
group, a faction led by the first minister of I celand, Hannes Hafstein. The 
Home Rule group did not want to weaken the political ties with Denmark. 

Ólafur Ragnar Grimsson (1976: 18) maintains that 'the economic sector 
served the political one and not vice versa'. While it is doubtful to maintain 
that the political sector served the private one, a middle road is suggested 
here. The political sector certainly used the economic sector, but parts of 
the economic sector gained from that relationship. In 1904, Islandsbanki, 
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the first privately owned bank in Iceland was established, financed by 
Danish and Norwegian investors (see Olafur Björnsson 1981). According to 
the bank's laws, agreed upon by AlJ)ingi, the foreign investors should 
appoint three members of the bank board and Aljringi another three, with 
the Minister of Iceland being the odd man. The foreign investors never 
attended the board meetings, leaving the Minister to represent their 
interest on the board. The foreign investors demanded that the bank 
managers be three; one appointed by them, one appointed by the ruling 
parliamentary party in Iceland, and the third by the opposition. The 
manager appointed by the opposition never came to work as he died 
shortly after being appointed. The bank board (ruled by Icelandic 
politicians) decided that the bank did not need three bank managers. From 
then on the Home Rule group ruled the bank. The minister used this new 
bank, and the state bank, Landsbanki Islands, to the full advantage of the 
Home Rule group and its adherents in the economic sector. 

Bank manager at the state bank was Tryggvi Gunnarsson, the minister's 
uncle and a strong political ally, also a parliamentarian and town 
councillor in Reykjavik. In 1904, both men used their power to try to force 
one of their strongest opponents, Björn Jönsson, into bankruptcy (Guôjôn 
Friöriksson 1993). Björn Jönsson was a member of Aljiingi and owned the 
newspaper Isafold, a popular paper which adamantly opposed the Home 
Rule group. When all his printing staff left in a dispute over wages and 
established their own printwork, they had no trouble in obtaining a huge 
loan from the state bank. Incidentally, the printer who became manager of 
the new printwork was a member of the Home Rule group. The Minister 
boycotted Björn Jónsson's paper when it came to official advertising and 
had all official papers printed at the new printwork, which was headed by 
a political ally.4 

The private bank, Islandsbanki, its steering committee headed by the 
Minister of Iceland no less, loaned huge amounts to entrepreneurs in 

4 A member of Tryggi Gunnarsson's political group later wrote that Tryggvi sometimes 
used his monetary powers and his influence over his nephew, the Minister, in his quarrels 
with Björn Jönsson (t»orleifur H. Bjarnason 1975). Undoubtedly the author is referring to 
this incident. The biographer of Minister Hannes Hafstein plays down this incident, stating 
that the reason for Björn Jónsson's anger with the Minister and Tryggvi Gunnarsson 
stemmed from the fact that the state bank loaned his printers money to establish their own 
print work (see Kristjân Albertsson 1985: 86). As Tryggvi Gunnarsson, bank manager, not 
only loaned the printers money but also helped them form a printwork cooperative (Ingi 
Runar Eövarösson 1997: 288), Björn Jönsson seems to have had plenty of reason to become 
angered, especially since government business was also directed from his own printwork. 
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business and the fishing industry, thus fuelling the economic prosperity 
of the country. The state bank was also used to fuel Icelandic 
entrepreneurs in business and commerce and freeze out competition. 
Those Danes who had been prominent in commerce in Iceland, were 
forced to close their businesses in the face of Icelandic competition with 
seemingly unlimited financial resources (see GuSjón Friöriksson 1991: 441-
442). 

Minister Hannes Hafstein seems to have used all advantages of his 
position to build his own power structure and enhance the strength of the 
Home Rule group. Following home rule in 1904, internal affairs were to 
be administered by a special office in Iceland, headed by the Icelandic 
Minister. Out of a staff of 12, personally hired by the Minister, only two 
did not belong to the Home Rule group (Agnar Kl. Jonsson 1969: 49). 
When the strongest opponent of the Home Rule group, Björn Jonsson, 
became Minister in 1909, he fired Tryggvi Gunnarsson, state bank 
manager, in what can be seen as an act of revenge for the role the manager 
had played in the former Minister's assault upon his business in 1904, and 
an attempt to gain some control over the Icelandic money market. Thus, 
the tone was struck for what has been termed 'political patronage' and 
which has since more or less governed Icelandic politics. State institutions 
were used to strengthen the power base of a particular party and its 
followers.5 

This had, in fact, some roots farther back in history as the Icelandic elite 
struggled against 'modern politics' as it was seen imported by Danish 
authorities, who in turn were seen as the enemy to Icelandic autonomy 
and the road to prosperity. In 1874 a new administrative post was 
established in Iceland, that of Governor of Iceland (Landshößingi), who was 
responsible to the Danish government. The Governor tried to import the 
rules of s eparation of legal and administrative power in the country and 
upheld those rules strictly if necessary. Thus, in 1886 the Governor refused 

5 Gunnar Helgi Kristinsson (1996) has convincingly argued that Iceland and Ireland make 
exceptional cases in otherwise non-patronage governed northern Europe. He also 
maintains that patronage on a large scale did not take firm roots in Iceland until the Great 
Depression. This analysis shows that patronage did exist at an earlier point in history. 
Indeed, it became an established practice during the time period of my study. Svanur 
Kristjânsson (1986) has shown how the party Sjalfstaeöisflokkur (the Independence Party), 
which held the majority of the city council in Reykjavik almost exclusively from 1930-1994, 
used wide-ranging patronage to establish itself and its symphatizers firmly within the city 
bureaucracy. In this, the party may only have followed the example set by its predecessors. 
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a county judge permission to establish a printwork on the grounds that 
it did not suit his duties as county judge to become engaged in 
private business, as one of his duties was the supervision of private 
enterprises. The judge promptly got a friend to seek the permission and 
thus established a printwork and edited a newspaper which he used as his 
own political organ (see Vilhjâlmur P. Gislason 1972: 181). This was not 
the only case of the mingling of public administration and private 
enterprise where the Governor felt compelled to intervene. This often 
caused great agitation amongst the Icelandic elite. Many Icelanders seem 
to have regarded this as foreign intervention where national pride was at 
stake. 

Shefter (1977) maintains, that only two things can hinder political parties 
in becoming patronage parties: 1) a strong and independent bureaucracy, 
and 2) monarchy. In 1904, monarchy was abolished in Iceland, and the 
political system took on many signs of p luralism: a number of competing 
political factions that more and more formally resembled mass political 
parties, a division of power between the administration and the legislative 
power, and an increasing number of pressure groups. However, 
administrative bureaucracy was virtually non-existant in the country at 
that point. The first Minister of Iceland handpicked all administrative 
personnel, mostly from his own political group. Later Ministers followed 
suit. The personnel has since been led by politicians, having very little 
autonomy or authority on its own. As we have seen in preceding pages 
the Home Rule group built a system that used political patronage to a 
large extent. A patronage system gives greater leverage to the gatekeepers 
than a pluralistic one. The gatekeepers' political resources are also greater 
in a system of p olitical patronage as they can gather votes and favours in 
return for favours. 

While politicians could, and did, strengthen their power base and 
political resources enormously with this entwinement, the economic sector 
also gained, or certain parts of it. Both could use the other. Politicians used 
their combined political and economic power to strengthen their own 
resources and reward followers. The formal political system was thus a far 
cry from the democratic national governance that Icelanders had 
envisaged in 1845. However, a wider definition of the terms 'politics' and 
'political system' shows that common Icelanders turned from apathy to 
enthusiasm in little over 50 years. In that landscape women became very 
prominent. 
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Democratic Politics and Women 

Ólafur Ragnar Grimsson maintains that the Icelandic public was on the 
whole politically apathetic due to the passivity imprinted by many years of 
Monarchist rule, lack of political information, restricted suffrage and 
general cynicism towards the futility of Al^ingi's proceedings (Ólafur 
Ragnar Grimsson undated: 219): 

The vast bulk of the population was thus outside the political system, either 
legally because they were without any established and recognised rights or 
in practice because of their apathy and inexperience. The actual Icelandic 
political system, i.e. those who participated in one way or another in political 
action, included not more than a few thousand individuals, of which only a 
clearly defined minority could be said to be influential. 

The author presents the political system in a traditional way, which 
looks upon politics as an activity - a deliberate participation in the process 
by which resources are allocated amongst the people. Traditionally this 
view has implied that politics has a public arena, one that can be 
distinguished from a purely private one (see Randall 1987: 10-11; also 
Gustafsson 1997: 20). Although in theory the boundaries have been seen 
as virtually ubiquitous, in practice political scientists have tended to 
concentrate on national and community level politics, thus giving the 
impression that politics is about the operations of government and the 
state. This traditional view has obscured the role others have played in 
politics, especially women. 

A different, broader approach to politics is used in this thesis. Politics is 
seen as the working out of relationships within a power structure. A clear 
boundary does therefore not separate politics from social life in general. 
This broader view gives political science the opportunity to analyse the 
gendered power relations at all times in history, even in societies with no 
formal political institutions or very weak institutions, not to mention 
societies where all formal political positions are filled with men.6 

Regrettably, a comprehensive research on Icelandic women's involve­
ment in public affairs in the 19th century does not exist. We do now, 
however, that sex was not immediately seen as an excluding factor in 
suffrage or other political activities. Among those activities were petitions 
to parliament and King, stating griveances and asking for reform. We have 

6 See Rönnblom (1997: 90-95) for a good argument for this view on politics. 
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evidence that unmarried women property-holders in at least one county 
signed such petitions with their male peers in the period 1845-1867 
(Gunnar Karlsson 1977: 43). Icelanders learned, however, that it was 
inappropriate that women sign petitions; authorities in Reykjavik seem to 
have changed women's names to men's names in a few instances, and soon 
women's names disappeared entirely from petitions. This led one historian 
to conclude that Icelanders had to learn the proper procedure in 
parliamentary politics (Gunnar Karlsson 1977: 43). We witness here the 
meeting of values in a small-scale farmer's society characterized by the 
total absence of a middle-class, with a more 'sophisticated' world of 
officials, schooled in the new legal, political world of Europe, that was now 
being imported to Iceland. This was the world of males. 

Icelanders also seem to have had to learn how to interpret the suffrage 
laws which came from Denmark, in Danish, in 1845. Elections for all local 
governments were made compulsory in Iceland in 1874, but some 
townships had had some kinds of elections before that time with very 
limited franchise (Gunnar Helgi Kristinsson 1993/1994). The scarce 
research on voting registers in Iceland shows that a woman voted in the 
local election of the town Akureyri in 1863 and again in 1866 (Gisli Jonsson 
1976,1977: 8). In 1874 two women cast votes in municipal elections in the 
small county of Mosvallahreppur along with 33 males, both fulfilling the 
requirements for franchise and both being widows (Ólafur P. Kristjânsson 
1979). 

Many parliamentarians felt that if an unmarried woman owned land 
and paid taxes she should also have the same rights as a man in the same 
position. Although all nouns have a sex in Icelandic (masculine, feminine, 
or neuter), the word (maôur) 'man' has probably always been a synonym 
for both sexes in an abstract sense. The Danish word 'maend' seemed open 
to the inclusion of women as well. In 1879 and again in 1881 debates 
ensued in AlJ^ingi on the meaning of the word when it came to suffrage.7 

The general interpretation was that the Danish word 'maend' referred to 
males at parliamentary elections (see Gisli Jonsson 1977:11-14). However, 
this could be interpretated differently for municipal elections. This led 
AlJ^ingi to legislate on women's suffrage in municipal elections in 1882, 
where it was clearly stated that women who fulfilled all qualifications 

7 Interestingly enough a similar debate had ensued in the Norwegian parliament in 1818 
where it was established that it was unnecessary to state that the law meant only males as 
the idea of women demanding the vote was deemed absurd (see Raaum 1995: 11). 
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were included. This meant that widows and unmarried women who 
owned land and paid the required minimum amount of taxes had 
municipal suffrage written in law.8 This was the first time that suffrage law 
in Iceland implied that the meaning of the Danish word 'maend' referred to 
males only. The effect of this law was to clarify that only these women had 
suffrage, and only at local elections at that. 

Although research is scarce in this area, the evidence suggests that while 
AlJ)ingi was a purely consultative body, and therefore little to be gained 
from membership in terms of economic or political resources, Icelanders 
proved liberal in their views on women's role in politics. The society of 
farmer's certainly often seemed oblivious to the idea of women's total 
exclusion from politics. Thus, for instance, when people of South Mngey 
County organized a political group in 1884 (Pjódlid Islendinga - the Icelandic 
National Group), equality between men and women was stated as one of 
its main aims (Gunnar Karlsson 1977: 163-229). Members of the group 
were well over 400, farmers and their wives, their sons and daughters, 
most of them disenfranchised. They seem to have discussed the matter 
fervently, and their organs published many articles on the subject. The 
group was active until 1887; it seemed to have died when members of 
Al^ingi came into heady conflict in national politics. Together with other 
indicators, The Icelandic National Group implies a general public 
liberalism towards women's political participation; in fact, men in South 
dingey County thought it outrageous that women did not have suffrage 
and that they were by law, if not in practice, subjected to their husbands 
when married (see Gunnar Karlsson 1977:196-198). 

There is no evidence that women attended county meetings or Mngvellir 
Conventions until in the 1880s after becoming organized, and then in 
limited numbers. The research on this is scarce, however. Participatory 
democracy is very time consuming, and given the long distances that 
people often had to travel to such meetings, it would not be surprising to 
find few women attending. At least one editor of Iceland's newspapers 
found reason to wonder why political meetings were only attended by 
men. Women did attend the 1888 E>ingvellir Conventions, where women's 
political rights were an issue (Gisli Jonsson 1977: 30-31). Women also 
attended the Mngvellir Convention of 1895 where one of them presented 
the Icelandic Women's Organization demands. The Convention again 
8 Some women in Iceland thus gained municipal franchise much earlier than their sisters in 
the 'mothercountry', Denmark, where women did not gain municipal suffrage until 1908. 
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declared full support (Sigriöur Th. Erlendsdóttir 1993: 26). When the 
Icelandic Women's Rights Organization decided to lobby county meetings 
in 1909 no resistance was shown towards women or their demands; on the 
contrary, women were welcomed and the demands fully supported.9 

In contrast to many other countries it cannot be said that political rights 
were being taken away from Icelandic women in the 19th century; they 
did not have any formal political rights and neither did men. However, 
suffrage to parliament was gradually extended to include almost all males. 
Some Icelandic women had by the late 19th century acquired good 
education, mostly abroad, and were engaged in teaching children, some 
being headmistresses of women's schools. Many women also paid taxes, 
but did not have the vote. This led a leading feminist and editor of the 
women's periodical Framsókn to exclaim in one of the periodical's first 
publications (August 2 1985): 

It is almost a laughing matter that independent ladies, e.g. the head­
mistresses of the women's schools, do not have the vote, but all men, even if 
idiots, have the vote if on ly they pay the minimum amount of t axes to their 
community or own land. 

Icelanders proved liberal at first in their views towards women's partici­
pation in politics, as we have seen. Politicians followed suit and presented 
AlJ^ingi and the Danish authorities with petitions and their own proposals 
for women's suffrage. However, after home rule in 1904, neither individual 
politicians nor the minister took initiative in this matter until 1911, and 
then on a non-liberal note, as we shall see. A growing awareness of politics 
as a specific male activity created relative deprivation for women in an 
otherwise fairly liberal society. The growing discrepancy between men and 
women fuelled the rise of women's organizations and created political 
feminism in the early 19th century. 

The Rise of Political Feminism in Iceland 

Tilly and Gurin (1990: 7) distinguish between two forms of women's 
political participation: 1) 'politics' in the conventional sense, which 

9 Two letters to Briet Bjarnhéòinsdóttir, the chairwoman of the Icelandic Women's Rights 
Organization, testify this. The organization in Akureyri states in February 1909 that the 
county meeting had agreed to demand that the county's parliamentarian support women's 
rights in AlJMngi. A sim ilar letter from Sauòarkrókur in February 1909 tells the same story 
for that county ((Ebs) Bréfasafn Brietar Bjarnhédinsdóttur ritstjóra). 
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includes social movements or other types of 'claiming' politics, pressure 
group politics, electoral politics and leader-initiated action for change; 2) 
'protopolitical' activities, which include direct collective appeals to 
authorities (unmediated by organization), often in defense of customary 
rights or statuses, and membership and action in organizations that work 
outside the formal political arena. Through both activities women may 
acquire organizational skills or networks of relationships. They may also 
accumulate resources, and define their interests and/or acquire conscious­
ness of their collective situation. 

The development in Iceland fits veil with Tilly and Gurin's distinction. 
The first women's association in Iceland was established in 1869 in a small 
county in the Northern part of Iceland (Kvenfélag Ripurhrepps). The 
association's declaration states that members want to strengthen the co­
operative spirit amongst women in the county (Sigriöur Thorlacius 1981: 
359-360; see also Auöur Styrkarsdóttir 1982: 30-36; Sigriöur Th. Erlends-
dóttir 1993: 21-30). The first act of t he association was to gather money in 
order to buy a knitting machine that all members could use. No reference 
was made to civil or political rights in the founding statement. On the 
other hand, the formation of the association is a sign of the awakening of a 
public spirit among women in the county. Women in other counties 
followed suit in the next three decades. Their associations were established 
with a similar purpose. They were self-help associations in the sense that 
their task was to raise member's level of house-keeping standards, acquire 
knowledge about new technology, and even buy new tools on a cooper­
ative level, thus introducing the industrial revolution to the backward 
Icelandic households. Some were explicitly philantropic, especially in 
Reykjavik, where the first women's association (Thorvaldsensfélagiö), 
founded in 1874, gave clothes and food to the poor. However, philantropy 
also often played a big role in women's self-help associations. 

Icelandic women's 'protopolitics' became politics in the conventional 
sense soon after the establishment of the Icelandic National Group (J>j0öliö 
Islendinga) in South-E>ingey County in 1884. The Icelandic National Group 
was initiated by men, and proved short-lived, but soon afterwards women 
became organized in political demands and other 'claiming' politics. At the 
1888 Mngvellir Convention, a letter was presented from 73 women from 
South Mngey-County and 27 women from another county. The women 
called on the Convention to present Al [diligi with demands for women's 
political rights, which the Convention promptly did. 
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The Icelandic Women's Organization (Hiô îslenska kvenfélag) was 
founded in Reykjavik in 1894, the first women's political association in 
Iceland. The first task of the organization was to gather money amongst 
the public in order to build a university in Iceland. In 1895 the organization 
presented the Mngvellir Convention with the signatures of 2,348 women 
on a petition for women's suffrage.10 This collection of signatures was a 
response to the king's refusal in 1894 to sign a bill from Al^ingi on 
women's electability in municipal affairs on the grounds that women had 
asked for no such thing. The Icelandic Women's Organization now took 
the lead in what has been termed here as women's political participation in 
distinction from a protopolitical one. In 1907, the organization collected 
the astonishing number of 11,381 women's signatures on a petition for 
women's suffrage. The signatures came from all counties in the country 
and signal that the women's suffrage movement was not confined to 
Reykjavik.11 Before the establishment of the Icelandic Women's Rights 
Organization in 1907, which fought solely for the franchise, only four 
organizations in Iceland, however, had the franchise as one of their main 
objectives, three of them operating outside Reykjavik. 

Women acquired organizational skills and established networks of 
relationships through their own organizations. Women's schools also 
played a role. Barred from all but the most elementary education, women 
established four schools between 1874 and 1879, the first in 1874 in 
Reykjavik.12 Here, young women came together for a year or two, formed 
friendships and made alliances that they carried with them out to the 
larger world. Many of them became leaders in women's associations later 
on. Soon after the turn of the century, women began to establish organiza­
tions on county levels, the first being established in 1905, and culminating 

10 In the national election of 1894, 6,733 males were on the voting register (only 1.779 cast 
their vote). Compared to this, the number of women's signatures is impressive. 
11 Indeed, only 1,956 signatures were those of women residing in Reykjavik. For 
comparison, it is pointed out that in the national election of 1908, 11,726 males were 
enfranchised or nearly the exact number of the women's signatures in 1907. 
12 Although having adopted compulsory education for all children in the 18th century, 
Icelanders were slow to develop schools, illustrating the lack of the middle class. In 1892, 
for instance, only nine schools were available to boys to supplement their primary 
education, and six of th ose provided two years education at the most. The other three 
educated the priests, the doctors, and those who aimed at university studies (usually in 
Copenhagen). Al^ingi gave grants to all schools, but the four women's schools received 
only the equivalent of 7% of the grants given to the boy's schools (see Auöur Styrkarsdóttir 
1997b: 56). 
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in 1930 with the Icelandic Women's Association (Kvenfélagasamband 
Islands). In 1917, women's organizations in Reykjavik formed their own 
association (Bandalag kvenna) with all except two of the town's women's 
organizations presented on the board. By that time, Reykjavik had eleven 
women's organizations, most of whom were philantropic societies seeking 
to relieve the growing problems brought on by the growth of the town and 
industrial advance in the almost total absence of social welfare. 

Reykjavik also had the first women worker's union, Verkakvennafélagid 
Framsókn, founded in 1914 at the initiative of the Women's Rights 
Organization. Indeed, the Women's Rights Organization's president served 
as secretary during the first years and took part in the union's first 
negotiation with employers. 

The next chapters examine politics in Reykjavik in detail. The women's 
organizations and their political feminism in the town council are 
explored, and so is the fate of organized political feminism. The study will 
show how individual male politicians as well as male political groups used 
patronage to increase their own political resources - and firmly shut out 
others, mainly women. 
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Chapter II.2 

Developing Politics in Reykjavik 
Structures, opportunities, individuals 

Society is always in need of t he precise, loving, maternal 
care of women. Wherever we look, women should be. 

(Kvennabladid 23 Jan 1907) 

Introduction 

This chapter will deal with the political groups that were active in 
Reykjavik in the period 1905-1922, including the women's organiza­
tions which ran a women's lists during the years 1908-1916 and had 
mandates on the town council until 1922. The importance of institu­
tional arrangement is illustrated through an analysis of how the 
structure of political groupings changed with the new electoral law 
in 1908. That change also provided women (and other newcomers) 
with opportunity to act politically. That activity, and underlying pro­
cesses, in turn led to a sudden, dramatic change in the political elite's view 
on the question of women's enfranchisement on national level. The 
chapter seeks explanations for this sudden change. The chapter also lays 
the scene for chapters II.3, II.4. and H.5., which deal extensively with the 
women's lists. 

Political Groups in Reykjavik, 1905-1918 

New electoral regulations in 1908 in Reykjavik provided for 15 town 
councillors, five of whom were to stand down every other year by drawing 
lots, five new members being elected to replace them. The electoral term 
was otherwise six years. The right of suffrage had been considerably 
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extended to include all women married to men with the vote.' In addition, 
proportional representation had now been introduced. These institutional 
changes had invigorating effect on the citizens. 

At the period under consideration, the town council was divided along 
political lines on a quite different basis from the present. Differing views 
on Iceland's relations with Denmark was crucial. In parliament, party 
divisions reflected differing views on independence, and this also applied 
to municipal elections in Reykjavik. On one side were supporters of home 
rule, on the other those who wanted to go further. But the divisions 
between these two broad factions are often very unclear, and it would be 
misleading to suggest that the two opposing groups were always at 
loggerheads over individual issues on the town council. No such clear 
party divisions appeared until after 1916, when the newly founded Social 
Democratic party scored a remarkable victory at the polls, and struck 
terror into the hearts of the old political factions. 

In 1905, two political parties were founded in Reykjavik: Fram, which 
had links with the parliamentary Home Rule party and the newspaper 
Lögrétta, and Pjódrsedisfélag Reykjavikur (Reykjavik National Autonomy 
Society), which had links with the parliamentary National Power group 
and the newspaper Isafold. The opponents of home rule were less 
organised than the membership of Fram, and their associations tended to 
be relatively short-lived. Själfstsedisfélagid (the Independence Society) was 
founded in Reykjavik in March 1911; it appears to be a successor to 
Pjôdrœdisfélag Reykjavikur, which by this reckoning lasted only six years. Its 
first committee comprised the reverend of the Free Church, one lawyer, 
one parliamentarian and town councillor, and the chairman of the 
worker's labour union who was also a town councillor.2 The fifth member 

1 Prior to 1908, the right to vote in the town of Reykjavik was very limited. Only those men 
who were eligible to vote for parliament and paid at least ISK8 in direct taxes to the 
municipality had the right to vote. In 1888 widows and unmarried women who paid taxes 
gained the franchise. These conditions excluded all married women, almost all workers, 
and those who had a small income and thus paid little in municipal taxes. 
2 We witness here a very interesting merging of the worker's in Reykjavik, the Free Church 
movement, and the politics for an 'independent' Iceland. Pétur G. Guömundsson was 
chairman of the worker's union in Reykjavik, Dagsbrün, founded in 1906, although he was 
a bookbinder and not a worker (in fact, the worker's union was almost entirely led by 
artisans rahter than workers during the first two decades of the 20th century). Pétur G. 
Guömundsson was elected to the town council in 1910 on the worker's and National Guard 
combined ticket. The Free Church was established in Reykjavik in 1899 by artisans in an act 
of r ebellion against the influence of government administrators in the established state 
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of the committee was to be nominated from the central committee of the 
parliamentary Independence party, which had been formed in 1908 by the 
merging of two small parliamentary groups. Nearly 200 people had joined 
the association in 1911. The policy of the association was (Visir 22 March 
1911): 

... to work for Iceland's full independence, and prevent any treaties being 
made with Denmark or other nations, in small or large matters, that could 
impair Iceland's right to autonomy. The association wishes to strive to 
achieve this by promoting the national economy and liberating commerce 
from foreign hands, placing it in the hands of Icelanders, by promoting 
national culture, and also opening the way for beneficial cultural influences 
from the leading nations of the world into Icelandic national life. 

The articles of the association make no mention of candidacy, neither in 
parliamentary nor in municipal elections. But one case is known in which 
the membership picked a parliamentary candidate from among their own 
ranks by a primary election within the association in 1914 (Hallgrimur 
Guömundsson 1979:28). 

Little has been written about Sjålfstxöisfélagiö and its precursors, and no 
documents have survived. The only minute book of a Reykjavik political 
party from this period that has reached the National Library is a minute 
book of Fram for the years 1905-1912.3 In order to give the readers some 
insight into the working methods of political parties in Reykjavik at this 
time, the activities of Fram will be discussed. One cannot be certain, of 
course, whether other political parties in Reykjavik worked in similar 
ways, but there are many indications that this is so, cf. the above account of 
a 'primary' election within the Independence Association in 1914. 

The first meeting recorded in the Fram minute book was held 3 
September 1905 ((Pbs) Fundargerdarbók Fram). At this meeting, the articles 
of association were agreed, and it may be regarded as an inaugural 
meeting. The Fram minute book provides an insight into how the party's 
candidates for the town council were chosen. A primary election was held 
to pick candidates for the list. Before the primary was held, a check was 

church in town (see Pétur Pétursson 1990: 49). The Free Church counted around 50% of the 
inhabitants in Reykjavik in 1909 (see Guöjon Friöriksson 1991: 161). This merging is 
important for my emphasis on middle-class ideology which spread to members of working 
class males through artisan leaders of unions. The ideology emphasized separate spheres, 
as discusssed before. 
3 (£>bs) Fundargerdarbók Fram 1905-1912. 
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made to ensure that only franchised people took part in the primary. 
Although the membership in Fram was quite high, and attendance at 
meetings sometimes great, decisions were clearly only made by franchised 
members. Thus, women could not take part in decisions regarding 
parliamentary affairs until 1915, and then only if they were 40 years or 
older as their franchise was limited to that age. 

All were eligible for membership of Fram who were aged at least 18 
(amended to 16 in 1909), men and women, if nominated by two members 
and accepted by a two-thirds majority at a meeting. There was no 
requirement that members of Fram not be members of other political 
organisations. Membership in Fram was surprisingly high; in 1905 it had a 
membership of 429 while the whole population in Reykjavik was about 
9,000 people, including children. 

Although the articles of the association provided for both men and 
women members, no woman applied for membership for some time. In 
1908 six women joined, then 12 in 1909, another 12 in 1910, and in 1911 
only two women joined the ranks of Fram. According to a membership 
register for the end of 1914, during the period 1908-1914 a total of 34 
women joined Fram. It is clear from these figures, and also from the minute 
books, that women and their issues made no impression on the 
association. The relationship between Iceland and Denmark was almost 
the only topic of discussion at meetings. Women did not win the 
parliamentary franchise until 1915, and even then only those over 40. They 
could thus not vote at most meetings, as only members with parliamentary 
franchise could do so. In 1911 and 1912, the association actually opposed 
the granting of the vote in parliamentary elections to women, as is 
discussed below. Women members could not even take part in the vote on 
an issue that affected them, because they did not have the vote. Women 
had thus little incentive to join the Fram association. 

As the minute books of other political parties are not available, it is 
difficult to assess the role of women in them. The sources indicate, 
however, that women were also members of other parties than Fram. Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir often refers in her letters to various disagreements 
among women, depending on their political stance. It would appear, 
however, that political allegiances did not divide women along party lines 
until the municipal election of 1912 and afterwards. This was when Briet 
began to refer to 'Independence women' and 'Fram women' in her letters, 
and the temperance movement is also mentioned. But we do not know 
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how much impact women may have had within other parties than Fram. 
However, a small item that appeared in the newspaper Morgunbladid a few 
days before the 1914 election is interesting in this context: 

The list of c andidates for Independence in the municipal election of the 26 
of t his month will be list A, comprising: Siguröur Jönsson, teacher, Magnüs 
Magnüsson, sea captain, Magnus Helgason, headmaster, Saemundur 
Bjarnhéöinsson, physician, Jon Jonsson from Vaönes. The woman that men 
had agreed to place on the list, Mrs. ïmriôur Nielsdóttir, declined to stand. 

It is clear from this report that the men in the association had chosen the 
candidates. In addition, they only seem to have approached one women. 

Fram 's objective is described as follows in article 2 of the articles of the 
association in the minute book ((I^bs) Fundargerdarbók Fram): 

The objective of the association is to conserve the nationality and national 
rights of the Icelanders, to awaken them to think independently about 
national affairs, activities with a liberal aim, and to work for the election of 
those people, both in parliament and other public bodies, who are best suited 
to pursue the policy of the association. The association is also particularly 
interested in the affairs of the town of Reykjavik, and when elections are held 
for the town council and other offices of the municipality, it will do its 
utmost to support for election those members of the party who are regarded 
as the most competent for such office. 

The second part of this article is especially interesting. An interest is 
expressed in the affairs of Reykjavik, and emphasis placed upon gaining 
election to the town council. The Fram minute book, by contrast, does not 
indicate any particular interest in municipal affairs among the member­
ship. Reykjavik was but rarely mentioned, mainly when municipal 
elections were due to take place. Fram was first and foremost an election 
organisation for the first years when it came to municipal matters; the 
decision to run in elections for the town council was generally taken only 
three or four weeks before the election. At the meetings held by the 
association to discuss preparations for elections, there was no discussion of 
municipal issues, except to some extent in 1905. At meetings, which were 
held fairly regularly, twice a month in winter, parliamentary affairs were 
the principal subject of debate. This reflected the crucial issue of the 
relationship between Iceland and Denmark. 

Although sources are not available for the other political parties in 
Reykjavik, I strongly suspect that this subject, the relationship with 
Denmark, was also an important aspect of meetings of the other parties, 
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and that it was often the sole subject of discussion. It is therefore safe to 
assert that Reykjavik municipal affairs were not at the top of the agenda of 
these parties. The 'struggle for independence' was the priority. For all 
practical purposes, the political clubs in Reykjavik were men's clubs where 
men of all classes recognized one another as equals and as citizen's, and 
through which they gained knowledge of public affairs and access to 
personal comradieship with public office holders. In Reykjavik, as 
elsewhere, the masculine spirit of politics was enhanced through the 
political clubs, and later parties, making political work through the formal 
channels increasingly less alluring to women. 

Patronage and Vested Interest 

The pattern of patronage was repeated in the town of Reykjavik where the 
Home Rule group was the most organized one. This group, or individuals, 
often used their town council seats to strengthen their own economic and 
political resources. Tryggvi Gunnarsson, bank manager of Landsbanki 
Islands, was a town councillor 1897-1908 and 1910-1916. He repeatedly 
asked to be allocated various street-building projects for the town as 
contractor during his years in office - and usually was (see Bergsteinn 
Jonsson 1990: 379-391). Another town councillor and Home Rule member 
with vested interest was Jón l'órlaksson (town councillor 1905-1908 and 
1910-1916; Prime Minister 1926-1934). He established a pipe factory with 
two others in 1907; this proved to be a flourishing venture, especially after 
the municipality of Reykjavik established a waterwork in 1908. The 
business with the municipality proved crucial to the success of the pipe 
factory (see Hannes H. Gissurarson 1992:151-152). 

A third town councillor and Home Rule member with vested interest 
was Knud Zimsen, town councillor 1908-1914, and mayor 1914-1930. 
Municipal government consisted largely of the work done by the mayor. 
The mayor was the most powerful individual in the town by virtue of h is 
office. He sat on all town council committees, had the right to propose 
motions and to vote, and was usually chairman. The power of the mayor 
increased considerably when Knud Zimsen was appointed to the post in 
mid-1914. He received a ruling from the government that the mayor had 
full voting rights in committees and on the town council; his predecessor 
had never voted. The mayor was in charge of all appointments, including 

94 



the work provided for the unemployed of the town. He could thus choose 
which workers received work for the municipality. Knud Zimsen also had 
clear vested interests in various projects undertaken by the municipality. 
Knud Zimsen was very keen for a gasworks to be built in Reykjavik in 
1910; later that year he became a partner in a company, one of whose 
activities was to lay gas-pipes as well as water pipes, and which also sold 
gas-cookers (see Siguröur G. Magnusson 1985: 67). 

Mayor Knud Zimsen hired (and fired) the scarce administrative 
personnel of the town and supervised their work. He also hired those who 
worked on various town projects. Political factions were weak, and 
bureaucracy was virtually non-existant. Individual politicians thus had 
great leverage, and could use patronage to enhance their own political 
resources. As the evidence indicates, some politicians also seem to have 
had vested interest at stake. As in the larger political system, patronage 
politics ensued in Reykjavik where business and politics were intertwined. 

Several other individuals made an impression on the town council. But 
their primary interest was national politics, and some were members of 
parliament, or aimed for election. Their membership of the town council 
was a sideline (and unsalaried). Some men appeared to view their term on 
the town council as a step towards higher office (generally in parliament), 
or as a sideline together with sitting in parliament or other office. Men 
sometimes sought election to the town council in order to win business for 
their own enterprises. 

Women: The First Organised Municipal Political Force 

The women of Reykjavik stood for election in order to influence the 
government of the town, and only for that purpose. Their organisations 
were the first political force in Reykjavik whose only object was to work in 
the municipal arena. The women's associations were political parties in the 
sense that they aimed for wide-ranging and formalised power for a certain 
group of people (women), and also stood for election. The women's 
associations did not include running for election in their objectives, nor 
did they have formal links with parliamentary parties, as Fram and the 
Sjâlfstœdisfélagid did. Their joint candidacies were, however, highly 
organised political activities. The women's associations thus fully deserved 
to be called a 'political force', and as will be shown, they are more 
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deserving of this name that any other so-called political party in Reykjavik 
before 1916. 

Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir was one of the principal proponents of women's 
participation in the municipal elections of 1908. She gave a speech at a 
meeting of Hid Islenska kvenfélag (The Icelandic Women's Association) on 23 
September 1907 in which she "spoke at length on the municipal election 
which was soon to take place... she said it was of great importance for 
women to demonstrate interest in the issue, and elect no fewer than 5 
women to the town council." The chairwomen of the association, Katrin 
Magnüsson, followed her lead and "both spoke well and vigorously" ((f>bs) 
HikGb 23 Sep 1907). This was four months before the election. No party in 
the town began preparations as soon, or as efficiently, as the women's 
associations on this occasion. The women's associations did not choose 
candidates by primary elections; each association nominated its candidates 
and a preparatory committee placed them in order on the list. The 
preparatory committee consisted of representatives of the participating 
associations. 

The women prepared for the election of 1908 with astonishing degree 
of organizational skills, the like of which Icelanders had never seen. They 
held lectures on women's legal status, on the new legislation, on pro­
portional representation, and on municipal affairs and local government 
(Briet Bjar nhéöinsdottir 1947: 3; also IWSA 1909: 130-132). They divided 
the town into seven districts, and elected district committees whose job 
was to visit every woman in the district and urge her to vote - and to vote 
for women. They continued to work in an organised way; in all elections 
they opened a campaign office, and they published a manifesto at least 
once, called Kosningablad kvenna (Women's Election Paper), in 1912.4 Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir published a manifesto in her newspaper before the 1914 
election. There is no indication in the sources that other candidates for 
the town council worked in such an organised fashion.5 The hypotheses 
put forward by Sigriöur Th. Erlendsdóttir (1993: 87) is thus quite correct: 

4 It is unlikely that this is the only publication of th e kind that women produced, but no 
other has survived. 

5 The Fram minute book shows that similar methods were applied as in the women's 
associations in 1911, but then before the parliamentary election; the town was split into 
four districts for campaigning purposes, and a campaign office was opened. This is the 
only occasion on which the minute book mentions election activities, and it is difficult to 
say whether these methods were generally applied. 
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women in Reykjavik were the initiators of organised electioneering 
which was to become the norm". Undoubtedly the organizer was Briet 
Bjarnhéôinsdottir, who through her ties with IWSA and her magazine 
projected an 'imagnined community' for the Icelandic women's move­
ment.6 

The Feminist Project 

The women who organised the women's candidacies in Reykjavik rarely 
put forward their vision of the future. Only one election newspaper has 
survived, from 1912. Briet Bjarnhéôinsdottir published a manifesto in her 
newspaper before the 1914 election, when she was in first place on the 
women's list. Some of the women candidates wrote articles in the press, in 
their own names. The women's election movement was not an inde­
pendent entity, but rather an alliance of women's associations, in fact 
rather a loose alliance. The women who sat on the town council were not 
bound by the terms of a policy statement. Representatives of the women's 
alliance organised themselves when elections approached, and organised a 
list of candidates. The woman councillor who has left most documents is 
also the most controversial. Briet Bjarnhéôinsdottir stands undeniably 
head and shoulders above the rest, and her views are most clearly 
expressed. She published and edited Kvennabladid (the Women's Paper) 
and was thus in an advantageous position. She was the sole intermediary 
between Icelandic women and the IWSA. Ideas from the international 
organisation reached Iceland first and foremost through her. 

Taking into account all these qualifications, the ideology of the women's 
lists in Reykjavik in the period 1908-1922 will here be called 'maternalist 
polities'. Political women, in Reykjavik as elsewhere, set their sights high. 
Women's suffrage squashed the political theory that women renounced 
their civil rights by marriage, and thus had nothing to do with society or 
government. In 1908, most married women in Reykjavik became inde­
pendent citizens, with all the rights and responsibilities appertaining to 
citizenship. The obvious consequence of this was that they would use their 
6 Carrie Chapman Catt, president of IWSA, was an extremely efficient organizer, having 
begun as early as the 1880s to employ the educational campaign style of th e two major 
parties in the USA in her suffrage work, including door to door canvassing and distributing 
educational literature (see McGerr 1990). Briet Bjarnhéôinsdottir was an avid reader of 
feminist literature and must have studied the pressure group tactics of American women. 
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rights, and also their responsibilities, not least in view of the fact that 
developmental democratic ideas in the spirit of Mary Wöllstonecraft and 
John Stuart Mill were well known to feminists. Mill's book, The Subjection of 
Women, was translated into Icelandic in 1900, but had been availabe in 
Danish before that. Mary Wollstonecraft was so often mentioned in reports 
and addresses at IWSA meetings that Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir knew of her 
ideas from there, if nothing else. 

Developmental democratic ideas had reached Iceland; as shown in the 
previous chapter Icelanders even balanced representative government 
with a highly participatory democratic system, although political debate 
had stagnated before the turn of t he century in bickering over the system 
of government.7 Many people, both men and women, also felt that 
women's interests differed in many ways from those of men. And the 
women felt that they were quite capable of protecting their own interests. 
This view is well expressed in these words of Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir 
(Kvennabladid 23 Jan 1907): 

Society is always in need of the precise, loving, maternal care of women. 
Wherever we look, they should be. Both as voters and legislators, 
everywhere that the young and old, the poor, the unfortunate and the sick 
are discussed, everywhere that culture and morality require a spokesman -
this is where women should be. - Men are probably even more far-sighted 
when it comes to politics, perhaps they make a broader basis for the 
government of nations. But they often overlook details, and this is where 
women do better, with their experience of economy, tact and more delicate 
sensibilities. 

It happened that in Reykjavik in the period 1908-1911, such ideas fell in 
fertile soil. There were few organised, well-established political parties in 
the town: the Home Rule group and the Independence group and its 
forerunners. The existence of these parties was largely based on national 
politics - the ongoing squabbles with the Danes, and internal disputes on 
the same issues. They seem to have had little interest in municipal issues, 
and the concepts of 'majority' and 'minority' appear to have been quite 

7 This is the conclusion reached by Gunnar Karlsson on the political life and political ideas 
of peop le in South Pingey County in the late 19th century (see Gunnar Karlsson 1977: 144-
146). No doubt it may be applied equally to Icelandic politics as a whole. In the Reykjavik 
press, there is little discussion of concepts such as parliamentary government, democracy 
or other forms of go vernment, or methods of governance in general, at the period of th e 
women's candidacies. Disputes in parliament on the ongoing disagreements with the 
Danes, however, received ample press coverage; sometimes newspapers wrote of little else. 
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foreign to them. We can therefore safely assume that in Reykjavik, at least 
in 1908-1911, the maternalistic rethoric had a good 'fit' to the points of the 
legislative leverage available, a fact that corresponds nicely with Skocpol's 
findings on the American women's associations around the turn of the 
century (see Skocpol 1992: 530-531). 

The Role of Individual Choices 

It has been maintained that the political leadership in Iceland showed no 
real resistance to women gaining political rights, in contrast to the 
experience of many neighbouring countries, such as Britain and Germany 
(see Auöur Styrkarsdóttir 1982: 40-41; also Gunnar Helgi Kristinsson 1994: 
31). This is supported by reference to a parliamentary resolution of 1882 
that widows and unmarried women who owned property should be 
granted the right to vote in local government elections; this took place 
before Icelandic women had organised themselves to demand the vote. 
Another item that is cited in this context is that in three parliamentary 
sessions of six in the period 1893-1902, bills on government were 
submitted, which included articles on women's suffrage. On the other 
hand, no reference is made to the fact that at three of these six 
parliamentary sessions bills on government were submitted that made no 
reference to women's suffrage. In a bill on government, submitted in 1902, 
that paved the way for the introduction of home rule in 1904, women's 
suffrage was not mentioned at all. At the time of the dispute over the 
relationship with Denmark, which coincides with the women's lists in 
Reykjavik, liberal attitudes about women gave way to a harsher 
philosophy. 

The Fram party, which supported home rule, agreed unanimously at a 
meetings of 11 April 1907 the following resolution from Surgeon General 
Guömundur Björnsson ((f>bs) Fundargerdarbók Fram): 

The meeting is thus in favour of all, men and women, having the right to 
vote in municipal elections, provided they are not in receipt of poor relief, 
have an unblemished reputation, and are legally of age. 

This resolution was passed in connection with municipal elections, but it 
reflects a generalised view within the party on women's suffrage. I have 
no information on other parties' resolutions on such subjects, but there is 

99 



much to indicate that these views were widely held. In parliament, there 
was no debate on articles regarding women's suffrage until 1911, and this 
appears to reflect a silent consensus among parliamentarians. Evidence 
indicates that some worker's unions, at least, supported women's rights in 
statements and appeals to Al^ingi.8 Before 1911, announcements of this 
kind are occasionally seen in the press: 

CIsafold 22 Feb 1908) 
From an agricultural course at the Pjórsa bridge (1908): 
The meeting is agreed that all those who are of age, women as well as men, 
shall have the right to vote for parliament etc. 

(Pjódviljinn 11 Feb 1909) 
Dalir county meeting on parliamentary affairs (1909): 
The meeting urges parliament to grant women the same rights as men. 

(Pjódviljinn 11 Feb 1909) 
Blönduos meeting on parliamentary affairs (1909): 
The meeting asks that the right to vote be granted to all men and women, 
who have an unblemished reputation and are of age, and that the article 
making the right to vote conditional upon payment of local taxes be 
removed. 

In 1911, parliament passed legislation on access to education and 
eligibility for office that opened up the way to higher education for 
women. At this time, the Bishop of Iceland is reported as saying that 
women could soon be expected to take holy orders, and he expressed his 
approval (see IWSA 1911: 69). But that same year, the seeds of another, 
less liberal, attitude were sown. I have not been able to trace this to any 
other instigator than Jon Jonsson of Muli, member of parliament 1886-
1912. It would be absurd to attribute this backlash to the words or deeds 
of one man. But Jon of Müli played such an important role that it cannot be 
ignored. 

When parliament assembled in mid-February 1911, the lower house 
elected a committee to consider amendments to the Icelandic constitution. 
The committee established a groundrule that it would not deal with 
anything that could be counted as regarding the relationship between 
Iceland and Denmark. The committee proposed a considerable extension 

8 The labour union in Keflavfk supported women's rights in statements in 1908 and again in 
1910, according to the unions minutes (Bjarni Guömarsson 1993:35). 
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of the franchise. The right to vote was to be extended to all, women and 
men, aged 25 and older, who had an unblemished reputation, were not 
dependent on others as domestic servants, and were not indebted for poor 
relief. The proposals will not be detailed here, but they included, for 
instance, the proposal that royal appointment of the members of the upper 
house be discontinued, but that parliament should continue to comprise 
upper and lower houses. The upper house was to be elected under special 
rules, which were intended to ensure that older and more experienced 
men would add gravitas to parliament. The argument in favour of this 
article was that, in view of the enormous extension of the franchise that 
the proposals implied (Alpingistßindi 1911, A-hluti: 431): 

it appears to the majority [of the committee] that if this spreading of the sails 
is not to be foolhardy, it is most necessary to provide for a steady keel, if the 
ship of state is not to founder. 

Jón Jönsson of Muli proposed an amendment to the bill, that women 
should be granted the vote - but at the age of 40. This age limit was to be 
lowered by one year annually until women had achieved equality with 
men. 

The main argument put forward by Jón of Muli was that it was unwise 
to increase the electorate by 2/3 at one fell swoop. "No civilised nation 
has dared to make an attempt of this kind" (Alpingistßindi 1911, B-hluti II: 
932). Jón of Muli was, however, apparently familiar with the USA, where 
women had won the vote in many states; at any rate, he refers to the 
fact that women in Wyoming have had the vote and been eligible for 
office for nearly 40 years and "both the press and government of this state 
have been renowned for their high moral standards ever since." 
(Alpingistßindi 1911, B-hluti II: 946-947). But evidently in Jón's view this is 
not enough. 

The age limit appears to be Jón's own invention. Women's franchise in 
municipal elections was initially often contingent upon property 
ownership, but these conditions were equally applicable to men. Property 
clauses were not normally applied to voting rights for parliament after the 
turn of the century.9 The only countries where a special age limit was 

9 In 1902 the Swedish parliament vetoed against a ministerial proposal that would have 
given married men and men over 40 years of age a double vote (see Ekholm & Runström 
1976: 34; also Kyle 1983: 20). Icelanders may have heard of th is, and perhaps other age 
proposals, but they were quite uncommon after the turn of the century. 
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applied to women were Iceland and Great Britain.10 In 1913 there was some 
debate on women's suffrage in the British parliament. A proposal was put 
forward that women should receive the vote at 25, but men at 21. The 
argument in favour of this proposal was that the Norwegian parliament 
had, earlier that year, debated a similar arrangement. This proposal was 
termed the 'Norwegian amendment' in the British parliament. But, 
interestingly, Norwegian sources mention no such debate.11 Perhaps the 
British parliamentarians got their geography confused. If so, the proposal 
should have been called the 'Icelandic amendment.' In 1918 British women, 
or those aged 30 and over, won the right to vote for parliament (see Pugh 
1980). The right of women and men to vote was equalised in 1928. 

Jon of Müli's proposal was defeated in the lower house in 1911 by 14 
votes against 10. The Act that was subsequently passed by parliament 
provided for equal franchise for men and women. The Danish authorities, 
however, did not approve the Act. This was nothing to do with the articles 
on the franchise, but was due to the question of the relationship between 
Iceland and Denmark being deadlocked. 

In 1913, parliament agreed on a bill which was ratified as law by the 
Danish king on 19 June 1915. This bill also contained changes to the 
franchise. Jon Jonsson of Muli died in 1912, but his spirit lived on. A 
majority of a committee of the lower house produced the following 
declaration on the franchise (Alpingistidindi 1913, A-hluti: 933): 

The majority of t he committee has agreed to adhere to the franchise articles 
of the bill of 1911, but with the alteration that the new voters are not all 
admitted at once, but gradually, so that after 15 years the franchise to the 
lower house will be as described in the bill. The majority of the committee 
regards it as hazardous to increase the numbers so greatly at a stroke, that 
the present electorate will lose practically all power over national affairs. 

10 Gisli Jönsson says in his book that in 1915 the Danish parties agreed among themselves to 
grant women the vote on precisely the same terms as in Iceland. Sigriöur Th. Erlendsdóttir 
says the same (see Gisli Jönsson 1977: 118, and Sigriöur Th. Erlendsdóttur 1993: 134). This 
is not so. The legislation on the franchise that came into force on 5 June 1915 in Denmark 
did not impose any age limit on women. It provided for equal rights. Gisli and Sigriöur 
probably base their statements on an article written by Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir in 
Kvennabladid 7 May 1915, in which she says that the Danish parties have agreed among 
themselves on the "famous Icelandic political resource," the 40-year age requirement. 
Perhaps some such plans existed in Denmark, but they were never put into practice. 
11 Agerholt (1980), for instance, makes no reference to this, although she gives a detailed 
account of bills and debates on women's suffrage in the Norwegian parliament. Women's 
suffrage was introduced in Norway in 1913, on similar terms to men. 
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The majority of parliament was in agreement with this limitation on 
women's suffrage, and male farm-labourers, who had not had the vote, 
were now lumped together with women. This article of the bill was agreed 
by a majority of 20 votes against only five. A number of members of the 
lower house spoke in favour of women's age limit, which was passed by 
parliament in 1913. It is unnecessary to explore the arguments of each 
individual, as they were all similar in nature. 

In the first place, parliamentarians seem suddenly to lose their nerve at 
the prospect of extending the franchise too much, all at once. The members 
of parliament made no specific reference to male land-labourers, 
concentrating instead on women, and how unwise it would be to admit 
all of them at once. The farm-labourers were a relatively small group; in 
the regular parliamentary election of 1916, when women and farm-
labourers had received the vote, there were 16,330 male voters on the 
electoral register, as against 13,400 at the parliamentary elections of 1914. 
The increase in the number of male voters was not crucial. Women voters, 
on the other hand, numbered 12,199 on the electoral register of 1916, or 
43% of the electorate. The new voters were thus overwhelmingly women. 
It is therefore quite obvious that parliament was primarily afraid of 
women - afraid that an extension of the franchise would lead to a radical 
re-shaping of the structures of power.12 

In the second place, men expressed unusually great 'care' for women, 
Siguröur Sigurösson, for instance, spoke of politics as 'dirty work' from 
which women should be shielded. Jon of Muli argued that women needed 
time to make themselves better capable of using their vote and eligibility 
for office (Alpingistidindi 1911, B-hluti: 906 and 910). 

In the third place, there was some reference to the experience in 
Reykjavik, especially in the debate of 1913. Women were said to have 
made poor use of their vote in local government and parish elections, and, 
worse still - in Reykjavik they had established their own party. Jon 
Magnüsson, Reykjavik's magistrate and member of Aljringi, said in debate 
on AlJ^ingi (Alpingistidindi 1913, C-hluti: 1579): 

12 This contradicts the statement made by Gunnar Helgi Kristinsson (1994: 31) that there 
was little opposition to the extension of the franchise, because it did not imply any radical 
change to the establishment. My own previous interpretations are also contradicted here. 
There was considerable opposition to women's suffrage in Iceland from the year 1911, as is 
recounted here, and it is clear that many parliamentarians were terrified of th e changes 
that might be in store. 
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There is a risk that women would, if they all received the vote at once, regard 
themselves a a separate party, who should elect only women to parliament. 
We in Reykjavik have this experience, at least. 

Jon Magnusson's words reflect fear of change. It was impossible to predict 
what changes might result from women's suffrage. There were many 
women in Iceland; if they were to form a separate party, as they had done 
in Reykjavik, this would threaten the powerful position of Jon Magnusson 
and his parliamentary colleagues. Probably this argument appealed most 
strongly to members of parliament. 

It was not only in parliament that opposition was voiced to women's 
rights around 1911 and after. In the national newspapers Isaf old and 
Pjódólfur, articles began to appear in 1911 which attacked women, on the 
grounds that they had nothing to contribute in the political arena. These 
same publications had previously supported women's suffrage. They 
continue to publish articles which discuss the political work of women in 
Reykjavik in a positive vein, but there is a new editorial tone. New daily 
newspapers which were established in 1913 and 1914, Visir and 
Morgunbladid. reported fairly regularly on the British suffragettes who 
were very active in England at that time, breaking windows and staging 
protests. They met with disapproval, and were generally termed Viragos' 
in the headlines of Morgunbladid. 

The most ferocious, and most clearly-stated, article appeared in 
Pjódólfur 13 Jan 1912 . It states: 

It is true that there are a handful of women's rights campaigners among us, 
but there is considerable doubt whether the movement they have been trying 
to launch has taken root in the minds of I celandic women. At any rate, it is 
difficult to detect much interest in politics among them. Everyone who is 
prepared to tell the truth, must admit that Icelandic women are out­
standingly ignorant and apathetic about all public affairs. If a woman takes a 
strong interest in politics, it is practically always the case that a man closely 
related to her, father, husband, brother or sweetheart, has passed on his 
views to her. And the views they have acquired by this means are usually 
upheld in such a way that many people would wish that women's interest in 
politics would decline, rather than increase. It is quite certain that women 
have not reduced the aggression and fanaticism that have degraded all 
debate on public affairs in recent years; with their blind devotion to the rights 
of the men to whom they are linked, they have rather fanned the flames.... If, 
as seems likely, the bill on government is passed without amendment at the 
next parliament, all political rights will be taken from the hands of the landed 
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class. Our political philosophers will say that they intended to ensure the 
rights of the underprivileged. But many a thinking man must feel, that what 
they are ensuring is the power of t he ignorant. 

The same fear is expressed here as in Jon Magnüsson's words to 
parliament the following year. On the one hand women are said to have 
nothing to offer, as they are so ignorant and apathetic. On the other, they 
are called aggressive and fanatical, so that they degrade all political debate 
in the country. The writer was certainly thinking of events in Reykjavik, 
although he does not say so. Women in Reykjavik had ample experience in 
politics and participated in municipal affairs equally with men. The landed 
class feared losing its political hold. Men feared the political power of 
women. 

During the winter of 1911, several pillars of Reykjavik community 
considered forming an alliance against women's suffrage. Similar groups 
had been formed in the USA and in London, and in Germany a similar 
society was very active from early 1912 (see Fulford 1957: 215-216; Flexner 
1975: 305-318; Evans 1976:175-201; Marshall 1997). Although the idea was 
never put into practice, it was intimidating for women's rights 
campaigners (see Briet Héöinsdottir 1988:128-129). 

Fram, the Home Rule group in Reykjavik, also turned against women's 
suffrage for parliament. According to the minute book, parliamentarian 
Jon Jonsson of Muli made various observations on women's suffrage etc. in 
debates on the constitution, and no-one appears to have objected ((£>bs) 
Fundargerdarbók Fram 25 March 1911). Jon of Muli represented the national 
Home Rule party on the committee of Fram in 1910 and 1911. After this, 
his views seem to have dominated Fram, as will be explored in the next 
chapter. 

It is not easy to explain the backlash against the women's movement -
and certainly not by referring to structures. Similar opposition was felt in 
Britain at the same time as in Iceland; it actually began there somewhat 
earlier, in 1910. Bills on women's suffrage had often been submitted to the 
British parliament, but in 1910 the proposal was debated for the first time. 
The debate lasted two days, and all leading British politicians took part in 
the debate and expressed their views (see Fulford 1957: 228). In 1911, 
Icelandic parliamentarians faced the same test, when they first debated 
women's suffrage for parliament. In neighbouring countries there does not 
appear to have been a backlash of the same kind - and nowhere else did 
the idea arise of a special age limit for women. In both countries, Iceland 
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and England, the women's movement had taken root. In Britain it was a 
militant movement, led by Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters, who 
put forward their demands for the vote in a highly dramatic fashion. In 
Reykjavik, women had achieved much in municipal elections. In both 
countries, the campaign was maintained uncompromisingly, solely on the 
women's own terms. In both countries, the power of the establishment was 
threatened.13 And it should be mentioned that it was thanks to the Danes 
that the age limit was removed from the Icelandic constitution by the 
Treaty of Relations in 1918 (see Aktstykker 1918: 53 and 71). 

This opposition to women's campaign for the vote inevitably made its 
mark upon their political activities in Reykjavik. The competition of the 
political parties for women's votes also grew more fierce, and after 1911 
women were continually scolded for not using their vote or using it 
'wrongly'. This had its impact upon the stamina and spirits of the women 
leaders. By the 1914 election it was clear that women within the political 
parties, especially Fram, were working against the women's list. And in 
1915 one of the leaders turned her coat; Briet Bjarnhéòinsdóttir joined the 
Home Rule party. But that is the story of the next chapter. 

It is impossible to explain the change in attitude of the political factions 
of Reykjavik and influential men in Iceland towards women's participation 
on the town council, or towards the enfranchisement of women, without 
referring to ideology or individuals. The attitude towards women's 
presence on the council changed from tolerance, even welcome acceptance, 
to almost total hostility in a matter of a few years. The maternalistic 
rethoric had a good 'fit' with the legislative leverage in Reykjavik in the 
period 1908-1911. The change in attitudes, however, cannot be explained 
by changes in structure alone or by referring to a lack of 'fit' between the 
maternal rethoric and the legislative leverage. We need to explain why the 
'fit' disappeared. 

The next chapter will tell the story of the women's lists in Reykjavik and 
other lists, their support and the coverage in the press, as well as their fate. 
It will become clear how the changing form of politics in the town affected 

13 This argument can be strengthened further. In her 1911 report to the IWSA sixth Congress 
in Stockholm in 1911, the Australian representative, Margaret Hodge, stated that women's 
municipal suffrage in Australia has hindered parliamentary suffrage: "... because a) the 
tendency of ma ny minds is to think that we have already gone far enough; b) the ability 
and activity shown by women in municipal affairs has roused an uneasy feeling in the 
more conservative." (IWSA 1911: 79). 
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the women's movement, both from within and without. It will also become 
clear that although structures did affect both the general politics and the 
women's movement, they still left room for individual, and highly 
effective choices. 
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Chapter II.3 

Women's lists in Reykjavik 1908-1918 
Maternalism and Emerging Class Politics 

We have come upon a new time, which has brought new and strange problems. 
Old problems have assumed new significance. In the adjustment of the new 

order of th ings we women demand an equal voice; we shall accept nothing less. 
(Carrie Chapman Catt 1911: 71) 

Introduction 

The discussion in the chapter is very detailed. By the detailed description, 
I stress Ruth Lane's arguments for the defining marks of the concrete 
theoretical approach, and general propositions for concrete theory's 
method. I use these propositions as guidelines through the material, and 
burrow into primary sources. 

All tables and figures on election results and voter participation are 
based on primary sources from the Archives of Reykjavik City (SR), 
namely (SR) Skyrslur um bsejarstjórnarkosningar 1908-1916 for the 1908, 
1910, 1912,1914, and 1916 elections to the town council. Statistics for the 
1918 election is based on (SR) Kjörstjornarskjöl vegna bxjarstjómarkosninga 
1916-1930. Where other sources are used, these are quoted in the text. 
Information about the town councillors was collected from Pall Lindal & 
Torfi Jönsson (1986). 

This chapter tells the story of the women's lists in Reykjavik in the 
period 1908-1916, and the cooperation between the women's associations 
and a political party in the election of 1918. Each election will be discussed, 
its result, the reactions of other political groups, and the debate in the 
press. The importance of the emergence a worker's middle class ideology 
in Reykjavik will be discussed, as well as the political patronage system in 
the town. 
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In contrast to other chapters in this dissertation, this chapter is divided 
into parts. This allows me to discuss each election within its proper time­
frame and examine underlying processes that determined the outcome of 
the election and affected the next. 

One person is extremely prominent in the following pages: Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir. Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir was undeniably the heart and 
the soul of the women's lists, thus deserving a place of prominence. But 
her prominence also stems in part from the fact that she is the only woman 
town councillor that left behind written sources in any substantial amount. 
This may eschew the story somewhat, as discussed previously. The reader 
is asked to keep this in mind. 

1. Victory of the Women's List, 1908 

New electoral regulations in 1908 provided for 15 town councillors, five 
of whom were to stand down every other year by drawing lot, five new 
members being elected to replace them. The electoral term was otherwise 
six years (until 1930 when it was replaced by a four year term for all 15 
councillors). Suffrage had been extended to all women who were married 
to men with the vote. In addition, proportional representation had been 
introduced; since this meant lists replaced individual candidates, it was 
necessary to form groups in order to get candidates elected. This was new 
for the people of Reykjavik, who were accustomed to individual 
candidates and very restricted suffrage. As it was civil duty to serve on 
the city council, people did not have to give their permission for their 
names to appear on the lists. It appears that at the election of 1908 almost 
everybody who possibly could, entered their own list, as witnessed by the 
fact that no fewer than 18 lists ran and many names appeared on more 
than one list. 

The Reykjavik Home Rule group, Fram association, ran for election. 
Opponents of Home Rule also ran. Supporters of Björn Jonsson, editor of 
the weekly newspaper Isafold, who was by now Home Rule's hardest 
critic put forward a list, the National Guards List. The temperance 
movement had its own list, as did the workers and artisans who had 
four lists, 'men of all classes', merchants, sea captains, and a few 
individuals — in addition to the women's associations. The women's 
list comprised the following women: Katrin Magnusson, chairwoman of 
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the Icelandic Women's Organization, f>órunn Jónassen, chairwoman 
of Thorvaldsensfélagiö (a philantropic organization), Briet Bjarn-
héöinsdottir, chairwoman of the Icelandic Women's Right Organization, 
and Guörün Björnsdottir, also from the Icelandic Women's Right 
Organization. 

The election took place in the town primary school on January 24 from 
11 am to 5 pm. Of the 11,016 townspeople in Reykjavik, 2,838 were on the 
electoral register. Votes were cast by 1,620, 593 women (49%) and 1,027 
men (63%), a total of 57% of the electorate. Voter participation had never 
been higher, and it was never as high again until 1918. No doubt the 
many novelties of this election were attractive to the voter. Table 3 shows 
the voter participation in Reykjavik in every election in the period 1908-
1918. 

Table 3. Electoral participation in Reykjavik, 1908-1918 

Votes cast % of electorate 
Year All Women Men All Women Men 

1908 1,620 593 1,027 57 49 63 
1910 1,322 438 884 29 22 46 
1912 1,766 680 1,086 45 36 52 
1914 1,149 357 792 30 19 39 
1916 2,037 729 1,308 48 35 60 
1918 2,922 1,156 1,766 58 47 68 

The women's list received a large proportion of the vote in 1908,345 votes, 
which was 21.8% of valid votes cast. All the women's list four candidates 
were elected. The women's list received almost 60% of the votes polled by 
women.1 Table 4 shows the votes received by each list. 

1 The women's list votes are calculated as a proportion of total votes polled by women. This 
is, admittedly, a dubious method as is assumes maximum support from women, and that 
the women's lists received no support from men. Women at that time assumed that 
only women voted for the women's lists, and so did the newspapers and others that 
expressed views. However, the calculations on women's support should be taken with a 
grain of salt. 
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Table 4. Election results 1908 

No. of No. of 
Lists votes councillors 

Women's List 345 4 
Home Rule group 235 3 
Craftsmen 190 2 
Temperance 161 2 
Workers 116 1 
National Guards 95 1 
Independence 78 1 
Men of a ll classes 75 1 
Merchants 68 
Sea captains 64 
Printers, workers, etc 38 
Progress Association 34 
Craftsmen 28 
National Guards 21 
Sea captains 18 
Merchants 7 
Six men 5 
Five men 4 
Invalid votes 38 

Total: 1,620 15 

Only six of the town councillors elected had been on the council before, so 
that renewal was unusually great. Only two social groups were re­
presented on the town council: administrators and business people, as is 
shown below. 

Town councillors 1908-1910: 

Women: Katrin Magnüsson, doctor's wife, f>órunn Jónassen, wife of former 
Director of Public Health, Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, editress, Guörün Björnsdottir, 
milk merchant. 

Home Rule group: Lârus H. Bjarnason, regional magistrate, Klemens Jonsson, 
head of government offices, Sighvatur Bjarnason, bank manager at Islands-
banki. 
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Craftsmen: Magnüs Th. Blöndahl, mastercarpenter, Knud Zimsen, engineer. 
Temperance: Halldór Jonsson, bank treasurer at Landsbanki Islands, Sveinn 

Jönsson, master carpenter. 
Workers: Póròur Thoroddsen, physician and bank treasurer at Islandsbanki (also 

a member of the board of t he Temperance Union). 
National Guard: Jon Jensson, judge. 
Independence: Kristjân Jönsson, judge. 
Men of all classes: Kristjân O. £>orgrimsson, merchant. 

The administrators on the city council account for seven councillors. The 
business men numbered four. Two of the women, both widows, ran small 
businesses (one was an editress, the other sold milk). Their status differed, 
however, from that of the business men. The businessmen were financially 
prosperous, but the same did not apply to the two businesswomen. The 
other two women on the council were not employed, but their husbands 
were influential officials in the town. 

Two of the town councillors were members of parliament, AljMngi, 
when elected to the town council, and one was elected to parliament in the 
autumn of 1908. In addition, two town councillors had sat in parliament 
before becoming town councillors. 

A Favourable Acceptance of Women 

The town's newspapers hardly mentioned the women's list before the 
election, almost as if women were doing nothing. Perhaps the silence 
indicates that the women's actions were taken for granted, as it was taken 
for granted than anybody and everybody could run for election. The only 
publication that made some mention of women before the election was 
Isafold 18 Jan. 'Some unaligned citizens' declare that they want Katrin 
Magnusson, Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir and Guörün Björnsdottir to take the 
6th, 7th and 8th places on their list. 

But the press discussed the election results afterwards. The election was 
judged primarily in terms of the support won by the proponents of Home 
Rule on the one hand, and their opponents on the other. At this time, 
Home Rule had the Minister of Iceland and a majority in parliament. The 
town councillors were classified according to parliamentary factions, with 
the exception of the women. In an article in Isafold 1 Feb 1908 (Björn 
Jónsson's weekly) women voters were said to be partly to blame for the 
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large number of votes received by the Home Rule group. The article says 
"people who are in the know believe that a large number of the lost sheep 
among the women voters followed their husbands, who are Fram men, 
and voted according to their list of vested interests. They say that it is 
largely due to them how much support it received." In the same article, 
women are also praised for their "admirable solidarity" and for making 
good use of their newly-acquired vote. The editor of Pjódviljinn offers 
women similar praise on 31 Jan 1908, and expresses the hope that women's 
participation in municipal affairs will be good for the town. A councillor, 
who was elected on the Home Rule list, wrote a long article in Lögrétta on 
12 Feb 1908, the organ of the Home Rule Party, in which he both praises 
and scolds women. He quotes people as saying that a woman teacher at 
the primary school had tried to influence parents through their children, 
i.e. that she was guilty of unfair practice. He says that this would have 
been to some extent forgivable, had she supported the Women's List. This 
would have been understandable in the circumstances. But this was not 
the case. 

From these comments it may be deduced that people found the 
women's actions quite normal. The worker's in town certainly agreed with 
this view. Having founded a labour union only two years before 
(Verkamannafélagid Dagsbrun, founded 1906), workers showed little interest 
in town affairs at this point. Indeed, some of the lists put forward at the 
election came from small groups of workers who seemed to have regarded 
the election a good-natured contest between various philantropic and civil 
organizations of the town. One of their leaders wrote in the periodical 
Ingólfur on 2 Feb 1908, that workers had decided not to compete with the 
newly enfranchised group of women and the temperance movement, both 
groups being well deserved of r epresentation on the town council. At the 
last minute, however, politics had entered the election. The Fram group 
had put forward a list of followers of the government (Home Rule). 
Regretfully, many workers had agitated for this list before the election, 
perhaps knowing only too well that otherwise they would not be well 
received at the bank. The author of this article also complains that the 
polling place was closed so early, or at 5 pm. Many working men and 
women did not finish their jobs until around 7 pm, and this meant that 
many had not been able to cast their votes. The author promises a harsher 
campaign at the next election; worker's and seamen must unite in one list 
and gain representation. The campaign was indeed harsher, but not 
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because of a greater solidarity amongst workers which still had to wait a 
few years. 

2. A Harsher Campaign, 1910 

Municipal elections took place on 29 January 1910, to elect five councillors, 
according to the rules. At a meeting of t he town council, lots were drawn 
to decide which five councillors would stand down. Unfortunately for the 
women's movement, the names of two women were drawn, Katrin 
Magnusson and £>órunn Jónassen. This was a great blow from which the 
movement probably never recovered. Instead of having constantly four 
councillors, women had only three councillors after the 1910 election, and 
only two to one after later elections. The democratic device of ensuring 
rapid renewal on the town council contributed to a slower building of 
alliances and coalitions on the council than would otherwise have been the 
case. 

Only five lists ran for election: the women's organizations, Fram, 
merchants, temperance and the National Guards group. The National 
Guards collaborated with the Dagsbrün labourers' union, whose chairman, 
Pétur G. Guömundsson, was in first place on their list. The women's 
associations' candidates were Katrin Magnusson, Ingibjörg H. Bjarnason 
and Guörün f>orkelsdóttir. 

The women's associations sought to work with other political groups in 
the town, but without result. Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir wrote of the 
background to the women's associations' list of 1910 (Kvennabladid 20 Jan 
1910): 

But it is still not possible to achieve reliable cooperation between men and 
women. Although there are many more women than in 1908, close to half 
the voters, the men in some associations seem to have difficulty 
acknowledging this, and they generally do not seem to accept that women 
should demand to have any say in the ranking of their potential candidates 
on the list. They appear to believe that all women's interest in this matter has 
evaporated, and that they will automatically receive their votes. Some have 
even expressed this view quite openly. 

The editor of Pjódviljinn stated that the Fram and National Guards group 
had rejected the women's associations' offers of collaboration, and did not 
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wish to support any woman for the council on this occasion. He says that 
this should encourage women to do even better at the election, and that 
the time will surely come when this kind of party line will cease to exist 
(between men and women), and the qualities of the individual are what is 
important. 

In the minutes of Fram, it is stated on 8 January 1910 that discussions 
have taken place with the women's associations on the municipal elections, 
but that nothing has been decided since the election will not take place 
until 29 January ((E>bs) Fundargerdarbók Fram 8 Jan 1910). This was only 
eleven days before the election, but this group was clearly in no hurry. A 
week before the election it is recorded that an election committee draws 
up a list of eleven names, which are to be arranged in order by those at the 
meeting in a primary election ((f>bs) Fundargerdarbók Fram 22 Jan 1910). The 
list included the name of Ingibjörg H. Bjarnason, headmistress, who was 
the only woman on the list. She had joined Fram in March 1908. The 
minutes state that Ingibjörg Bjarnason does not wish to be included 
on the list, but no reason is stated. At the beginning of January, however, 
she had been elected, with six other women, to a committee of the 
Icelandic Women's Organization to work with representatives of 
other women's associations on preparations for the election ((E>bs) 
HikGB 3 Jan 1910). Ingibjörg was in second place on the women's 
associations' list, which was submitted to the mayor, together with a letter 
of sponsorship, on 24 January, two days after the meeting of Fram ((I>bs) 
Hik). 

Fear of Servant-Girls 

Little was written about the election in the press before they took place. 
The lists of candidates were published in all newspapers, but there were 
no comments or campaigning. One article was written by a 'Woman with 
a right to vote' in Pjódólfur on 28 Jan 1910. She discussed the returning 
board's action of refusing the right to vote to woman servants who had 
not paid their local taxes; domestic employees now had the right to vote, 
although they could not yet stand for election. The author of the article 
protests against this interpretation of the electoral laws. It had been 
claimed in Lögrétta 26 Jan 1908 (the organ of the Home Rule group) that 
woman servants who had not paid their local taxes did not have the right 
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to vote. The author believes that the interpretation of Lögrétta and of the 
returning board is entirely wrong - that all those on the electoral register 
have the right to vote, whether or not they pay their taxes. The woman 
ends her article by stating that this is a vote-catching trick, intended to 
spoil the chance of the women's list and gain more votes for the Fram list. 
She urges women, especially women servants, to answer this vote-catching 
trick by all voting for the women's list. 

The National Guards group made a complaint on the election to the 
national government. The government's ruling was that domestic 
employees should be on the electoral register if they were liable to pay 
local taxes. The government saw no reason, however, to hold new 
elections, as domestic employees had been on an appendix to the electoral 
register, and they had been allowed to vote if they wished to do so (see 
Pjódólfur 4 Feb 1910, and Isaf old 9 Apr 1910). On the appendix to the 
electoral register were 324 voters, 253 women and 71 men ((SR) Skrå yfir 
kjósendur t Reykjavikurbx 1908 and 1910). The fear of the electoral committee 
reflected a fear of change among those in control. In this case, servant girls 
were a special threat to the returning board. 

Election Results 1910 

On the electoral register in 1910 were 3,929 townspeople, 2,023 women and 
1,906 men. The increase in the number of voters since 1908 was due to the 
fact that domestic employees now had the franchise. In 1908 the 
population of Reykjavik was 11,016, of whom 2,838 were voters. In 1910 
the population of the town had risen only slightly, to 11,449, while the 
number of voters had risen by nearly 1,100. A large majority of the new 
voters were women, or 814 as against 277 men. 

Only 1,322 electors voted, or 29%. Women's participation in the election 
was much less than in 1908. Now only about 22% of women voted, as 
against 49% in 1908. Men's participation was also much lower, or 46% as 
against 63% in 1908. This may be due to domestic employees being less 
likely to use their vote than other classes. The drop in voter turn-out is, 
however, greater than would be accounted for by this factor. Participation 
in the 1908 election was unusually large, and never reached the same level 
again until 1918. Probably the novelty of the new electoral system had 
worn off. 
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The Fram list received the largest number of votes, or 508, as shown in 
Table 5. Next in terms of votes was the National Guards and worker's 
union list, while the women's associations' list was in third place. 

Table 5. Election results 1910 

Lists Votes Councillors 

Home Rule 508 3 
National Guards 319 1 
Women's list 275 1 
Temperance 103 
Merchants 86 
Invalid votes 31 

Total: 1,322 5 

The women's association list received only slightly less support than in 
1908,21.3% of valid votes as against 21.8%. If we assume that only women 
voted for the list both in 1908 and 1910, about 58% of women voted for the 
list in 1908, and 63% in 1910. The fact that the women's association list 
received fewer votes in 1910 than in 1908 (275 votes as against 345), 
without losing the support of women, is attributable to the low 
participation of w omen in the election in 1910. Those women who voted, 
however, largely supported the women's list.2 

Town councillors 1910-12: 

Women: Katrin Magnusson, doctor's wife. Other women on the women's list, 
elected 1908: Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, editress, Guörün Björnsdottir, milk 
merchant. 

2 Sources are sparse on how people voted at this period, as it was long before the time of 
opinion polls. But one may refer to the following comment by Johanna Egilsdóttir, 
chairwoman of the women worker's association, Framsókn, in the years 1934-1962 "I voted 
for the very first time at that election - and was proud to vote for the women's list. At the 
next election, however, Dagbrün ran, and then I voted with the men, Most common women 
did the same, so the women's list received much fewer votes than before," (Gylfi Gröndal 
1980: 57-58). Johanna refers here to the elections of 1908 and 1910. The women's list 
admittedly received fewer votes in 1910, but the share of the vote remained steady. 
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Home Rule: Tryggvi Gunnarsson, former bank director, Jon Ê>orlâksson, engineer, 
Arinbjörn Sveinbjarnarson, bookbinder. Other Home Rule men, elected 1908: 
Lârus H. Bjarnason, district adminstrator, Klemens Jönsson, head of g overn­
ment offices. 

National Guard and workers: Pétur G. Guömundsson, bookbinder. Also for 
National Guard, elected 1908: Jon Jensson, judge. 

Others: £><5r9ur T horoddsen, physician, Kristjân Ó. l>orgrimsson, merchant, 
Halldór Jonsson, bank treasurer, Magnüs Th. Blöndahl, master carpenter, Knud 
Zimsen, engineer. 

The town councillors represented only two social classes: administra­
tors and business people, as the above list indicates, as well as two 
artisans. Seven represented the class of administrators (including Katrin 
Magnusson). Other six were business people. Two town councillors 
were members of parliament in 1908-1912. Five other councillors 
had either previously been elected to parliament, or were subsequently 
elected. 

Political conflicts arose before the election due to what was called the 
'bank issue'. Tryggvi Gunnarsson was dismissed from the post of bank 
manager at the National Bank. At this time Björn Jonsson was Minister for 
Iceland, and his opponents claimed that he had dismissed Tryggvi 
Gunnarsson for personal and political reasons. Tryggvi Gunnarsson led 
the home rule list of Fram in the 1910 election to the town council in 
Reykjavik. 

Lögrétta 2 Feb 1910 interpreted the election results in favour of the home 
rule faction, naturally enough. The newspaper stated that the election 
amounted to a vote of confidence in Tryggvi Gunnarsson from the people 
of Reykjavik. Björn Jónsson's newspaper, Isafold, said little about the 
election, other than to state that there had been little preparation for the 
elections, except in the home rule camp; the tone of the article is rather 
apologetic. 

It is difficult to assess the impact of the bank issue on the election, 
although it undoubtedly had some influence. Nothing was written in the 
press about the issue in connection with the municipal elections. Voter 
turn-out was low, which definitely implies apathy among voters. But the 
home rule faction gained a considerable victory. 

Articles written in the press by women after the 1910 election, however, 
indicate that another matter than the bank issue had an influence. This was 
the 'gas issue'. 
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Conflict Over Gas 

During the electoral terms 1908-1910, a serious disagreement over the 
desirability of a gaswork arose in the town council, which split the council, 
and the townspeople as a whole, into two factions. 

In 1908, the town council endorsed an agreement on 'gas and electricity' 
with the company Carl Francke in Bremen, Germany ((SR) Gjördabok 
bxjarstjórnar 17 Dec 1908). A gasworks was to be built in Reykjavik, and 
the feasibility of generating electricity by harnessing the Elliöaar river was 
to be explored. The gasworks agreement became a subject of fierce debate 
in the town council, after which a loan agreement was passed in 1909 by 
nine votes against seven ((SR) Gjördabok bdejarstjórnar 17 June 1909). In this 
case, individual votes were recorded; Guörün Björnsdottir was one of the 
opponents of the loan, while Katrin Magnusson, f>órunn Jónassen and 
Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir voted in favour. 

A disagreement had arisen here among the women councillors, as 
among the townspeople as a whole. It should be pointed out that few of 
those who opposed the gasworks were against gas per se as a source of 
energy. The dispute was a matter of which was preferable, gas or 
electricity. Many people felt that money would be wasted, as electricity 
would come in due course, so the city council should concentrate on this 
alternative. In the event, gas was only used by a minority of the 
townspeople. When the gasworks was completed in June 1910, only about 
200 families had requested a gas supply, and a year after the gasworks 
went into production only about one quarter of the town's buildings used 
gas (see Ârni Ola 1963: 270; also Guôjon Friöriksson 1991: 383). It was 
expensive to have gas pipes installed in houses, and gas was generally 
used only for cooking (see Ingvar E>ór5arson 1994). The gasworks proved 
both insufficient and unreliable, especially during the unusually cold 
winter of 1918 when pipes frose. In 1921 the town's river was harnessed, 
thus proving the benefits of electricity over gasworks. Some town 
councillors were also unhappy about the large loan taken by the town 
treasury in order to finance the gasworks. In a period of seven years from 
1911 to 1917, the gasworks cost the town treasury ISK 339,000 ((SR) 
Gjördabok bdejarstjórnar 1856-1944, budgets 1911-1917). By comparison, 
expenditure on the primary school, one of the major expenses of the town, 
cost ISK 294,000 in the same period. In addition to loan payments, the 
town treasury also had to undertake some expenditure regarding the 

120 



laying of gas mains. Reykjavik was developing into a town, and many 
residents, especially those of the older generation, were opposed to the 
upheaval and cost involved. 

Politics and Vested Interests 

In his memoirs, Knud Zimsen attributes an important role in the gas issue 
to Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir. He says: "She was constantly on the attack in 
this matter. I felt then that she showed then more than she ever did later 
what a tough character she was." (Knud Zimsen 1952: 241). He also says 
that poor women in town were grateful to Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, as they 
had previously had only coal or peat to cook with. 

These writings of Knud Zimsen's are the only indication that Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir was strongly in favour of taking a loan to build a 
gasworks in Reykjavik. All other sources indicate that she was undecided, 
and that she only made up her mind at the last minute. Her vote, 
however, was crucial, as the loan would have been rejected without 
her vote. Knud Zimsen's view of Briet Bjarnhéôinsdôttir's stance has 
been accepted by most of those who have discussed her activities on the 
town council, and the introduction of gas to Reykjavik has been 
regarded as largely due to her efforts (see Briet Héöinsdottir 1988: 76; 
also Sigriöur Th. Erlendsdóttir 1993: 93). This is a spurious view, 
considering how hesitant Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir was over the loan. And 
she did not appear to be particularly enamoured of gas; she made no 
reference to it in a letter to her daughter Laufey, written two days after the 
gas lamps were first lit in the streets of Reykjavik (see Briet Héöinsdottir 
1988: 76-77). 

One cannot but ask why Knud Zimsen presented gas as a matter of the 
utmost importance for progress in Reykjavik. It was progressive, 
admittedly, but only for those residents who could afford to have a gas 
supply installed. Poorer townspeople could not afford gas, so it can 
hardly have had any significance for ordinary women. The explanation 
for Knud Zimsen's enthusiasm is probably to be found with reference 
to his interests. In 1910 he became a partner in Helgi Magnusson's 
company, HEMCO, which installed gas supplies and sold gas cookers. He 
certainly had a vested interest which has affected later interpretations of 
events. 
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Women at Loggerheads 

In the period 1908-1912, town councillor Guörün Björnsdottir wrote five 
articles in Lögrétta, the organ of the Home Rule faction, about the 
chairperson of the Women's Rights Association, Briet Bjarnhéòinsdóttir, 
and her alleged domination of the association. The first article was 
published on 3 June 1908, when Guörün and Briet had served together for 
a matter of months on the town council. Guörün Björnsdottir soon 
resigned from the Women's Rights Organization, but sat on the town 
council until 1912. Briet Bjarnhéòinsdóttir never answered Guörün 
Björnsdottir's writings, so her view of the matter is unknown. 

Briet Bjarnhéòinsdóttir was chairperson of the Women's Rights 
Organization from its foundation in 1907 until the annual general meeting 
in February 1911, when she lost the chair to another candidate by one vote. 
She was, however, unanimously reelected to the chair at the next general 
annual meeting in 1912. Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir describes the election in a 
letter to her daughter, and it is clear that she has been deposed. She is 
naturally hurt, and says that the new committee achieves nothing (Briet 
Héöinsdottir 1988:103, and 127-128). According to Briet, the dispute arose 
because other members did not appreciate the importance of affiliating to 
IWSA, which had clearly been forced through by Briet (see Briet 
Héöinsdottir 1988: 108). She sometimes mentions in her letters the 
disagreements which exist between herself and other women in the 
association, especially in 1911, which appears to have been an eventful 
years, at least for Briet (Briet Héöinsdottir 1988:130-131). 

Late in 1911, an election took place to the tax committee of Reykjavik, 
and the Women's Rights Organization considered its next step. Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir wrote to her daughter about disputes within the 
Women's Rights Organization about women's representatives on the lists 
of the political parties. She supported Helga Torfason, while the sisters 
Ragnhildur and Guörün Pétursdóttir, whom Briet said were "mad about 
politics," supported Sigurborg Jónsdóttir. In the end the National Guards 
group offered Sigurborg Jónsdóttir second place on their list, while the 
Home Rule group placed Helga Torfason in second place on their list. Both 
were elected to the tax committee (Briet Héöinsdottir 1988:144-145). 

National politics were beginning to have an effect upon women's 
solidarity, and the sincerity and tact of the women's leaders was put to the 
test. But disputes continued to arise, and would prove influential for 
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women's lists. On the other hand, the only sources on this derive from 
Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir. The viewpoint of Briet's opponents is not known, 
and hence her views colour the known events. Briet's writings show that 
she sometimes felt she was being exploited, and that other women made 
demands on her when they needed help, but were ungrateful. In a letter to 
her daughter about the forthcoming election, she says that Kristin 
Jacobsson is glad of her help; that they have hardly spoken since last year, 
but Kristin spoke to her at the last Hringur meeting, and said there was 
little she could do on her own, "They can never think of anyone else for 
such tasks. I'm excellent for 'wear and tear' in their view. They don't offer 
me anything better. But of course this will bring what I most wished for 
as a child: fame after death." (Briet Héöinsdottir 1988:144). This prophecy 
certainly came true, but she was also famous in her lifetime. 

3. The Divisive Factor of 'Polities', 1912 

Municipal elections took place on 27 January 1912, when five councillors 
were elected. When lots were cast for those who would stand down, the 
names of Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir and Guörun Björnsdottir were drawn. 
This was another big blow for the women's list, caused by institutional 
arrangements. 

Twelve lists ran for election, and things became more lively once more. 
Only four of the lists received sufficient support for their candidates to be 
elected. In Isa fold 3 Feb 1912 the lists that received few votes were called 
'divisive lists', and the Home Rule party was accused of creating them as a 
way to damage their opponents. As consent of those placed on the lists 
was not required, this could of course be exploited by those who wished to 
weaken their opponents. Undobtedly, this was the purpose of those 
behind the 'divisive lists', who received only between one and 57 votes, as 
evidenced by Table 6. The labour union Dagsbrun ran a special list for the 
first time, having co-operated with the National Guards in 1910. The 
union's candidate for the first seat was a known Home Rule follower, and 
manager of the printworks that the Minister and the bank manager of the 
state bank had helped in 1904 as discussed previously. He was, in fact, the 
only known follower of Home Rule in the ranks of the worker leadership 
in the town. 
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Table 6. Election results 1912 

Lists Votes Councillors 

Independence 493 2 
Home Rule 414 1 
Women's list 373 1 
Workers 281 1 
Several men 57 
Independence 30 
Six men 18 
Five men 16 
Five men 13 
Women's list 10 
Five men 4 
Nine men 1 
Invalid votes 56 

Total: 1,766 5 

The women's associations' list received 373 votes, or 21.8% of valid votes, 
and one candidate was elected. This is the same proportion of t he vote as 
women's lists had previously received. Support for the list proved to be 
steady among the electorate, and the women's list received 55% of the 
estimated women's support. 

Opponents of the Home Rule group joined forces in a single list, 
and won a victory. Sjâlfstdedisfélagid (the Independence Association) 
was founded in Reykjavik in 1911, led by High Court advocate 
Sveinn Björnsson, along with the Rev. Ólafur Ólafsson of the Free 
Church, parliamentarian and town councillor Magnus Blöndahl and 
Pétur G. Guömundsson, chairman of the Dagsbrün labourers' union 
and town councillor. This merging of the worker's in Reykjavik, the Free 
Church, and the political faction that was the opponent to the Home 
Rule group, into one single political group is interesting. It is unfortunate 
that no minute books of the group have survived, and we have no 
knowledge about the group's ideology concerning policy issues of the 
town. However, the first man on the list expressed his views on 
women town councillors very clearly in the campaign, as examined 
below. 
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Town council 1912-14: 

Women: Guörün Larusdóttir, teacher's wife, Katrin Magnusson, doctor's wife. 
Independence: Sveinn Björnsson, high court advocate, Hannes Hafliöason, 

captain, Pétur G. Guömundsson, bookbinder, Jon Jensson, judge. 
Workers: Porvaröur £>orvaröarson, printworks manager. 
Home Rule: Knud Zimsen, engineer, Tryggvi Gunnarsson, former bank 

director, Jon Porlâksson, engineer, Arinbjörn Sveinbjarnarson, bookbinder, 
Lârus H. Bjarnason, regional adminstrator, Klemens Jonsson, head of 
government offices. 

Others: Kristjân O. Porgrimsson, merchant, Halldór Jonsson, bank treasurer. 

Three social classes were represented on the city council, administrators, 
business people and artisans. Six town councillors belonged to the 
administrative class, and both the women were married to administrators. 
Four had their own businesses. Three councillors were artisans, two of 
whom were bookbinders, and a printworks manager, and all of those were 
at the forefront of the printer's and worker's unions in the town. 

Women's Movement on the Defensive 

A publication has survived called Kosningablad kvenna (Women's Election 
Paper), published in Reykjavik in 1912. Among other things, this urges 
women to use their vote — otherwise more people will say that women 
are not interested in gaining greater rights. It is also pointed out that many 
of the matters dealt with by the town council are of a nature that mature 
women can cope with them as well as men. It is necessary to work together 
to escape from beneath an old and heavy yoke — to overturn prejudices, 
and create a new comprehension of women's place in society. For this 
reason, all women should vote for the women's list, whatever their views 
on other public issues. The paper also gives an account of women's 
achievements on the town council over the preceding four years. Items 
mentioned include new regulations on the milk trade, the opening of three 
playgrounds for children, improvements to hygiene in the primary school 
and the appointment of a school doctor, and funding from the town 
council for food for the children of the poor. The paper then says: 

Women! Let us spread the word of what they have achieved, and bear in 
mind that there is still plenty for women to do on the town council, especially 
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in matters that men are less likely to notice... And yet people say they have 
done no good, and do no good. I know that women, mothers, must see and 
acknowledge the usefulness of all this. 

It is clear that the women's movement was on the defensive. In a debate on 
women's suffrage in parliament in 1911, Jon Jonsson from Müli submitted 
a bill which would have limited women's suffrage to those over 40. There 
was opposition to the women's movement, both inside parliament and 
outside, as discussed before. The backlash was also felt in Reykjavik. 

In March 1912, Jon £orlaksson proposed the following motion at a 
meeting at Fram, which was unanimously passed ((Pbs Fundargerdarbók 
Fram 9 March 1912): 

The meeting believes some articles of the constitutional bill of the last 
parliament to be very hazardous, such as the sudden and unlimited 
extension of the franchise, the increase in the number of ministers, and the 
arrangements for the upper house, and therefore advises parliament not to 
pass the bill without amendment. 

Jon ï>orlâksson sat on the town council for Fram in 1905-1908, and had been 
re-elected in January 1910. He was an influential man in the party, no less 
than parliamentarian Jon Jonsson of Muli. A dispute arose within the 
association over the status of women, before the municipal election of 
1912. On 20 January 1912, the minute book states that the chairman 
explains that the meeting is being held at the request of 25 members "to 
consider and discuss more closely the measures of the last meeting 
regarding preparations for the municipal election." ((E>bs) Fundargerdarbók 
Fram). The person who had been picked in a primary election for first place 
had declined to stand. The chairman asked the members to consider 
"whether it would not be a good idea to place a woman, whom men could 
agree upon, on the list." This appears to have been the main subject of the 
meeting, as no other subjects were discussed. Jon f>orlaksson proposed that 
the other candidates on the list should be moved up. His proposal was 
approved with a large majority. 

The minute book is brief, and rarely records the content of debates at 
meetings; it gives no details at all on this occasion. But it is safe to assert 
that the Home Rule party in Reykjavik was by this time rather intimidated 
by women's suffrage, and even by women's political activities in general. 
There had clearly been a suggestion that a woman should be placed on the 
Fram list, but some disagreement over which woman. However, the 
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majority of the meeting, led by Jón E>orlaksson did not want any woman 
on the list. This is the only reasonable interpretation of the event. 

Minute books are not available for other political parties, so it is not 
possible to trace their attitude to women's suffrage. But it should be 
mentioned that Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, in a letter to her daughter Laufey, 
says that the leader of the Independence list in the municipal elections of 
1912, Sveinn Björnsson, has spoken against women's rights at an election 
meeting, and claimed that women have no place in local government (Briet 
Héöinsdottir 1988:159-160). (Sveinn Björnsson went on to become the first 
president of the Republic of Iceland in 1944). 

A total of eight articles published before the 1912 election referred 
specifically to women and the women's list, including one by Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir. She was at the centre of a controversy — people were in 
disagreement on whether she should have headed the list rather than 
being in second place, and whether she ought to be on the town council at 
all. The gas issue was also a matter of discussion; it was pointed out that 
Briet had been long in making up her mind at the town council meeting 
where the gas issue was discussed. 

A lengthy article appeared in Pjódviljinn 24 Jan 1912, or three days before 
the election. The author (a man) expresses the view that women must use 
their voting rights, if any notice is to be taken of their demands for greater 
right. The author says that it may delay women's equality with men for 
decades if they do not use their right, and if they do not vote for the 
women's list. Similar arguments on the use of the right to vote had been 
heard in parliament in 1911, and would also be vociferously put in the 
1913 parliament. 

On the day before the election an article appeared in Pjódviljinn in which 
attempts to establish collaboration between men and women in the 
election are discussed. The author states that the women's preparatory 
committee wrote letters to both the political factions, asking for 
collaboration. The women's election newspaper is incorrect in stating that 
the political factions were not interested in collaboration with women. The 
groups told the lady (i.e. Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir) that they could not offer 
her the seat she requested. The women's selection committee spread the 
story all over town that Mrs. Guörün Björnsdöttir refused to be a 
candidate, and no group therefore placed her on a list. The author then 
attacks Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, says that she has achieved nothing on the 
town council, and says that the parties did not want her as a candidate. 
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The author ends his article with these masculine words of warning, that 
would be heard again in 1913 in Jon Magnüsson's speech in parliament; 

.... if the view were to become widespread that women vote by gender alone, 
there is a risk that they will run into problems in pursuing their issues. 

The Rev. Sigurbjörn Â. Gislason, the husband of Guörün Larusdóttir who 
headed the women's list in 1912, wrote an article in Lögrétta immediately 
after the election, 31Janl912. He says that the majority of women wished 
to vote by political party, rather than the women's list, as well under half of 
them voted for the women's list on this occasion. The rest of Rev. 
Sigurbjörn's article is a defence of Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir. He says that 
some women are discontented with her, although they do not give any 
reason other than that she was once [the gas issue] rather slow to cast her 
vote in the town council. He says: 

Mrs. Brlet Bjarnhéöinsdottir certainly does not deserve to be shown distrust 
by women. I would not think of suggesting that she or her work are without 
fault... Mrs. Briet has done more than most other women of this country to 
promote the rights of women. Women who campaign for women's rights 
must try to teach all the women of the country the good old rule: "United we 
stand, divided we fall." If they allow the political parties to draw them into 
the old parties, then their influence will vanish for the time being; within a 
party they will be overwhelmed, even if they wished to put something right. 

It is clear from the discussion in the press that the position of the women's 
list was not as strong as before, although this backlash had not yet been 
seen in falling support from women voters. There was also division in the 
ranks of leading women of the town. Briet Héôinsdottir's book throws 
some light on this. 

Political Complications 

Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir wrote four letters to her daughter in Copenhagen in 
the last two months of 1911. The letters indicate that she is tired. She has 
had enough of being in the firing-line, is tired of the demands made on 
her by other women, and she feels that others should take over. However, 
she cannot stop herself. In the middle of all her complaints, she says that 
she has persuaded the woman who had taken over the leadership of the 
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Women's Rights Association, to send out a circular to the membership, 
urging them to take part in the election of a preparatory committee for the 
election (Briet Héöinsdottir 1988:154). 

The preparatory committee is chosen by election, and various people 
urge Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir to stand. She does so, but feels, nonetheless, 
that it will not do much good. There are many politically-minded women 
on the preparatory committee, who want to be on the political party lists 
themselves, or put other women there. The highly-political feminine 'big 
guns' want to work with the men, and they are splitting up and agitating 
in favour of men (Briet Héöinsdottir 1988:155). 

In January 1912 Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir again writes to her daughter 
Laufey. Things are heating up. Fram, the Home Rule group, has rejected 
Guörün Björnsdottir, and various members argued against women. The 
same happened at the Independence party; women were criticised, says 
Briet, and people argued against a women's association list. Briefs 
proposals regarding preparations for the election are accepted without 
argument, an election newspaper is printed and distributed to every home, 
an office is open from 11 to 20, an electoral register is made, and a meeting 
is held (Briet Héöinsdottir 1988:158-159). 

But Briet is still unhappy. In her next letter she describes the election as 
a terrible defeat. The worst of it was, according to Briet, that women on 
the preparatory committee worked in opposition to the list, especially the 
Independence ladies (Briet Héöinsdottir 1988:159-160) 

Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir felt that women had, on this occasion, broken 
ranks - both the leadership and the electorate. She was gravely 
disappointed. However, women's support for the women's list remained 
steady in spite of the disappointment expressed by Briet. If rank was 
broken, it was done by the leadership and not the electorate at this point at 
least. 

4. Decline, 1914 

A municipal election took place in Reykjavik on 26 January 1914, for five 
seats on the council. At this point, four councillors had been on the council 
for six years, and were thus obliged to step down, while lots were drawn 
for the fifth. Seven lists ran for election. The women's association list 
comprised the following names, in this order: Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, 

129 



Jónina Jónatansdóttir, Magnüs Helgason, principal of the teacher's training 
college, and Jón Ólafsson, sea captain. 

It appears rather strange that the women should have included two men 
on their list. Magnus Helgason was in fact elected to the town council from 
the Independence list, where he was in second place. It should be pointed 
out here that at this time men could not refuse to accept office although 
women could, and thus their formal consent was not required in order to 
include them on a list. It was, however, customary.3 

The explanation of this bizarre arrangement is found in a letter from 
Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir to her daughter, written just after the election. She 
says that Guörün Jonasson had lost her nerve at the last minute about 
being third place on the women's association list, and demanded that her 
name be crossed out. Briet felt like giving up entirely, but finally supported 
the idea of placing two men on the list instead of Guörün. This was the 
explanation for the two men's names. The editress of Kvennabladid, Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir, attempted to justify this arrangement publicly by 
pointing out in her paper 10 Jan 1914 that women wanted to demonstrate 
their wish for collaboration between men and women. 

Guörun Jonasson was in the fifth, last, seat on the Fram list, having 
joined the association in 1909 ((f>bs) Fundargerdarbók Fram 10 Apr 1909). It is 
not unlikely that Guörün Jonasson had her name removed from the 
women's list because she had agreed to run on the Fram ticket. 

The Free Church Women's Association now participated in the women's 
associations' election preparations for the first time. The women ran a 
campaign office from 22 January, which was open daily from noon to nine 
in the evening. 

The Independence faction ran for election, as did the Home Rulers, the 
Dagsbrun labourers' union, and artisans. Consul Kristjån O. torgrimsson 
had his own list ('Men of various classes'); he had been elected to the town 
council in 1908, so his electoral term was over in 1914. A list was also put 
forward by Pjódreisn (the National Revival group), a splinter group of Fram 
founded in 1913 by 140 dissatisfied Fram members. 

The Independence and Home Rule parties were almost exactly equal at 
this election, receiving 264 and 247 votes respectively. Both won two seats. 
3 On 26 January 1914, two declarations appeared in Morgunblaöiö, in which candidates for 
election say that their names have been used without their consent, and ask the voters 
kindly to strike out their names. One of the declarations was from Magnus Helgason, who 
said he was on three lists, and asked the voters to cross out his name on all of them . This 
was not successful, however, and he had to accept election. 

130 



The women's association list was in third place in terms of votes, and Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir was elected. The women's list now received only 135 
votes, 14.5% of valid votes. The women's estimated maximum support was 
now only 38%. The results are shown in Table 7. 

Table 7. Election results 1914 

Lists Votes 

Independence 264 
Home rule 247 
Women's list 135 
Workers 89 
National Revival group 76 
Men of various classes 68 
Craftsmen 46 
Invalid votes 224 

Total: 1,149 

Councillors 

Voter turn-out was very low or about 30%. Only 19% of the women on the 
electoral register voted, and 39% of the men. The electoral system had been 
changed, so that voters could now number the candidates in their own 
order of preference. It is possible that this method was discouraging to 
voters. At any rate, voters found it so complicated that a fifth of t he votes 
cast were invalid. 

Another election was held later in 1914, for three seats that became 
vacant due to death of one councillor, the resignment of another (Knud 
Zimsen) and one who moved out of town. As no alternates were elected, a 
new election had to be held. 

Four lists ran at the election in December. Independence and Home Rule 
parties ran, in addition to two other lists. Jónina Jónatansdóttir, 
chairwoman of the newly founded women workers' union Framsókn, 
headed one of these lists, called 'Women and others'. An advertisement 
appeared in Morgunbladid on 5 Dec 1914 from the list's sponsors. The 
heading is interesting as it urges for the joining of forces of women, 
workers, artisans and prohibitionists. Jónina Jónatansdóttir incidentally 
represented all of these four elements: as a woman, president of the 
women worker's association, which had been founded earlier that year, 
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the wife of an artisan, and a prohibitionist. The advertisement read as 
follows: 

Women, workers, craftsmen, prohibitionists. 
Is it not most sensible for you to elect people to the town council who know 
your living conditions from their own experience, and are therefore most 
likely to support those municipal issues that you feel strongly about? And, 
taking everything into account, do you prefer any other list to the C-list? Or 
is there any reason to encourage divisions along party lines in this election? 
Support the C- list, and it will easily be elected. The C-list is: Jónma 
Jónatansdóttir, housewife, Ê>ingholtsstraeti 15, Guömundur Âsbjarnarson, 
carpenter, Njâlsgata 30A, Jón Magnüsson (from Skuld), foreman. 

Nothing was written on the election in the press, except that Kvennabladid 
urged women in a small advertisement on 4 Dec 1915 "to vote for the list 
headed by a woman". The Independence list received 739 votes and two 
seats, the Home Rulers 396 votes and one seat. Jónma Jónatansdóttir's list 
received 155 votes. The fourth, called 'Men in the West of Town', received 
only 64 votes. 

Town councillors 1914-1916: 

Women: Briet Bjarnhéöinsdöttir, editress, elected 1914. Guôrun Larusdóttir, 
teacher's wife, Katrin Magnüsson, doctor's wife. 

Independence: Siguröur Jonsson, teacher, Magnüs Helgason, headmaster, 
Benedikt Sveinsson, editor, and Geir Sigurösson, captain, elected in 1914. 
Other Independence men: Sveinn Björnsson, high court advocate, Hannes 
Hafliöason, captain. 

Home Rule: Sighvatur Bjarnason, bank director, and Jón Magnusson, town 
magistrate, elected in 1914. Other Home Rulers: Tryggvi Gunnarsson, former 
bank director, Jón Porlâksson, engineer, Arinbjörn Sveinbjarnarson, 
bookbinder. 

Others: £>orvaröur Porvaröarson, printworks manager, elected on the workers' 
ticket, 1912. 

During this term, six councillors sat for the Independence faction, and six 
for Home Rule, if mayor Knud Zimsen is included, which seems 
appropriate. He had been elected to the council on the Home Rule ticket in 
1912. The women had three representatives, and the worker's union one. 
The old political rivals were equally matched on the town council. 
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However, there is another, and interesting, force emerging on the town 
council: that of the middle class. Only five councillors came from the class 
of administrators, the rest consisted of businessmen, artisans and teachers. 
My forecast is, in concert with my emphasis on the role of middle class 
men in forging a separate spheres ideology, that this new force was bound 
to have consequences for women's policies on the town council, as shall 
be examined later. 

Another significant force had also emerged in Reykjavik in 1914. The 
women worker's union, Framsókn, was founded on the initiative of Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir, when a member complained that the Women's Rights 
Organization never did anything for women workers in the town (Auöur 
Styrkarsdóttir 1982; Guöbjörg Linda Rafnsdóttir 1995). The men's labour 
union in town, Dagbrun, would not admit women, and it was not clear 
when women workers would be able to found their own association.4 The 
woman who complained became the first chairwoman of the women 
worker's union; her participation in the Women's Rights Organization had 
given her experience in how meetings were organized and other activities, 
which she was able to put to good use. Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir was 
secretary of the women worker's union during its first year. 

Both the chairwoman and secretary of the women worker's union were 
middle class women. This should not surprise us, as that class has the 
resources necessary for reform activity, and the poorer classes lack, namely 
time and money. For a while, then, women in Reykjavik crossed the class 
lines in town. That bridge proved, however, unstable, as shall become 
evident. 

A Policy Statement in the Women's Paper 

Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir wrote a long article in her periodical before the 
election, in which she addressed the issues that especially concerned 
women in municipal and national politics (Kvennabladid 22 Dec 1913). She 
was the only candidate that published a policy statement before the 
election, and this was highly unusual at this time. Briet said that women 
4 Soon after the establishment of D agsbrun in 1906, the members discussed whether to 
admit women worker's, as had been done in two other men's labour unions in Iceland. 
According to the chairman, the members were adamant in their rejection of women 
workers, pointing out that if the wages of wo men workers got any higher, housewives in 
Reykjavik would find it hard to employ maids. 
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were most concerned with the issues of education, poverty, the elderly, 
and health and charity. The primary school was by now far too small, and 
the town council had resorted to admitting fewer children in the youngest 
age groups, and providing less teaching. In addition, the number of 
lessons was cut for children at the age of compulsory schooling. Briet was 
far from happy with this arrangement, and wrote critical articles in her 
periodical (see KvennabladicI 30 Sep and 9 Oct 1913). 

In the policy statement, Briet states that education is the priority issue in 
municipal affairs. The primary school is too small, and also an unhealthy 
environment. The next issue concerns the poor, especially regarding those 
children who have no family home, but have been placed with strangers. 
The financial status of those who take such children is variable, conditions 
are not all equally good, and neither is their character. Women must act 
on this issue and find some solution. Briet asks whether the elderly of the 
town are sufficiently well cared for, and says that this is a task for women. 
Finally she mentions nursing and philantropic work, and thanks the 
organisations Hvttabandid and Hringurinn for their contributions. The 
municipal authorities, however, must take action here, and women voters 
should not ignore it. 

Politics and Women 

Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir describes preparations for the election, and the 
results, in a long letter to her daughter (see Briet Héòinsdóttir 1988: 250-
251). She still feels that much is lacking in terms of solidarity among 
women, and that they allow politics to divide them, in spite of the cool 
reception they have been given in the political parties. Both parties have 
pretended to want to have women on their lists, but only party women. 
Only one woman agreed to run on the Fram ticket, while none ran for 
Independence. However, in a primary election in Fram, the woman was 
thrown out, but finally placed in the last seat. The women's preparatory 
committee held a meeting just before the election, at which several women 
spoke against their own list, i.e. the women's association list. Women from 
Fram of course agitated against the women's list, says Briet, who is far from 
optimistic about the outcome. Briet describes the election as a 
disappointment for women, both because of the results for the women's 
list, and also how reluctant women are to run for office. 
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In the same letter, however, Briet demonstrates what a clever politician 
she was. She had both the courage and good sense that only true 
politicians have. She feels that the preparatory committee has been badly 
chosen; the membership of the committee is not to her taste. Briet now 
demonstrates her political adroitness. She sets up an executive committee, 
and has seven women from the preparatory committee elected to it. Of 
course, she must have 'arranged' for the women she did not like not to be 
among those elected to the executive committee. If Briet often resorted to 
such tactics, it is not entirely surprising that she made enemies among 
women. 

5. Turning Point, 1916 

An election for five seats on the council took place on 31 January 1916. 
Four councillors had served their full term, including Katrin Magnusdóttir, 
elected on the women's ticket in 1910. One councillor was chosen to step 
down by drawing lots. 

The election was a historic one. The old political party system in 
Reykjavik, which had followed the party lines of the independence debate 
in parliament, had done its work, and a new element appeared in 
Reykjavik municipal politics. The Association of Bookbinding Journey­
men, the Sailors' Association, the Icelandic Association of Printers, the 
Dagsbrün labourers' union and the women workers' union Framsókn 
presented a workers' list. This list won a remarkable victory, and veterans 
of the old parties were taken aback. In the next election, the old enemies 
joined forces and class became the decisive factor in running lists for the 
town council. 

The victory of the union list heralded a new era in Reykjavik politics: an 
era of fierce class politics. One may say that the decision of the women 
worker's union to support the worker's list and not the women's list was 
crucial.5 Had the union supported the women's list, women in Reykjavik 
probably would have run lists many years to come. 

5 It is interesting to note here that the congress of the Danish Social Democrats agreed upon 
the following statement in 1908 when Danish women had won the franchise in municipal 
elections: "The party congress can only accept one worker's movement, the socialist one, 
and must therefore state, that there is no room for working women's separate movement or 
a separate women's party." (Dahlerup 1979). 
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During the period 1911-1916, Icelandic politicians began to realise that it 
was preferable to have women on their side. Their eyes were opened to 
this half of the electorate, and offers were made to women to take places 
on the men's lists. But these offers all had one thing in common: women 
were invited to work with and for the men's lists, rather than being offered 
the opportunity to work together on an equal basis. At the same time, 
women who put forward a women's list, and felt that they were involved 
in a struggle over power, power that men monopolized, were viciously 
attacked. Some political leaders started to speak against women's rights, 
especially the suffrage, as we have seen. The opposition that suddenly 
raised its head in parliament over the enfranchisement of women must 
naturally have effected women in municipal politics, and may even have 
influenced people's attitudes to women's participation in town policies. 

The two political factions that were becoming dominant in Reykjavik, 
placed no particular emphasis upon women's special status, or any 
conceivable women's interests. The Icelandic version of libertarianism 
tended to emphasize the individual, his/her intellect and capacity for 
logical reasoning. We all have these faculties, and thus the choice of 
representatives and their gender should not be of crucial importance. 
Logical thought was supposed to be able to elevate the individual above 
party lines and individual interests, to work for the good of society as a 
whole. On the basis of this vision of the relationship between the 
individual and politics, the emphasis is placed rather on 'ability' than 
'interests', individual effort rather than the rights of groups. Within the 
bounds of this kind of political concept, the idea of women as a special 
interest group is not easily acceptable. This version of libertarianism is, of 
course, in stark contrast to the version held by Mary Wollstonecraft and 
John Stuart Mill, the two people whose thoughts affected women's 
movements leaders more than others. Both strongly emphasized the 
relevance of d omestic life to the public world of politics. John Stuart Mill 
considered marriage to be the primary political experience - a school for 
civic life - a school in which most men of his lifetime learnt to be depots 
and slave-keepers.6 

The other political ideology, socialism or marxism, that soon began to 
make its mark upon Icelandic labour union leaders, does not regard 
reasoning as the beginning or end of politics, although this human 
6 Rose (1983) has summed up Mill's view on marriage better than anyone else I know. Her 
book is a wonderful 'read'. 
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attribute is not rejected. Logical thought and conciousness are, however, 
conditional on various other factors in the terms of this ideology, especially 
upon class status. The correct class consciousness consists of supporting 
socialism, and thus working for a better world. Equality is the watch­
word, including equal rights for women. Due to the focus on class 
status, especially upon the divide between the worker and the capita­
list, the idea of women as a special group does not fit in well, to say the 
least. 

The women who played a leading role in Reykjavik politics faced the 
danger of being overwhelmed by the ever growing competition between 
those two competing ideologies. We should therefore expect the response 
of other parties to women's candidacies to became harsher as the two 
factions fought more fiercely. 

Only three women's associations in the town presented a women's list in 
this election: the Icelandic Women's Organization, Hringurinn and the 
Thorvaldsen society ((ï>bs) HikGb 28 Dec 1915). Brlet Bjarnhéôinsdôttir's 
organization, the Icelandic Women's Rights Organization decided, on the 
other hand, at a meeting in the autumn of 1915, not to participate in the 
women's association activities, a point I shall return to later. 

The result of the election was that the union list won a resounding 
victory or 45.7% of valid votes, as evident from Table 8. The women's list 
received only 204 votes, or 10.2% of valid votes. This was the smallest 
following a women's association list had received in a municipal election 
in Reykjavik. The women's list now had the estimated support of only 28% 
of women voters in the town. 

Table 8. Election results 1916 

Lists Votes Councillors 

Unions 
Home Rule 
Women 
Independence 
Five men 
Invalid votes 

911 
634 
204 
163 
80 
45 

3 
2 

Total: 2,037 5 
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Voter participation was quite high on this occasion, or nearly 48%. Of the 
2,068 women on the electoral register, 729 voted, (nearly 35%). Of 2,180 
men on the electoral register, 1,308 voted (60%). 

Town councillors 1916-1918: 

Women: Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, editress, Guörün Larusdóttir, teacher's wife. 
Home Rule: Jon Porlâksson, engineer, Thor Jensen, merchant, elected 1916. 

Sighvatur Bjarnason, bank director, Jon Magnüsson, town magistrate. 
Independence: Sveinn Björnsson, high court advocate, Hannes Hafliöason, 

captain, Siguröur Jönsson, teacher, Magnus Helgason, headmaster, Benedikt 
Sveinsson, editor. 

Workers: Jörundur Brynjólfsson, teacher, Agüst Josefsson, printer, Kristjân V. 
Gudmundsson, foreman, elected 1916. Porvaöur t>orvaröarson, printworks 
manager, elected on the workers' ticket 1912. 

The composition of the town council was now rather different from before. 
Only three councillors represented the class of high administrators, and six 
were business people. Four town councillors were from the class of 
teachers, or lower administrators. The labour unions had four represen­
tatives, three of them artisans and one being a teacher at the Primary 
School. The old political lobbies, Home Rule and Independence, were still 
in a majority on the council, with nine councillors and the mayor. Times 
were changing fast. 

Women Receive a Scolding 

A certain amount was written in the press about the women's 
association list, both before and after the election. Women disagreed over 
the list, and were scolded for taking support from the 'political parties', 
thus enabling the other side to win. 

In an article in Visir 20 Jan 1916 two lists were termed 'splitting lists', the 
women's association list being one of them. The women's list is said to be 
set up in opposition to the Independence faction. The same opinion was 
expressed in Isafold. The author says that Independence votes have been 
dispersed at this election, though most of them have been transferred to 
the workers' list. The women's list is also said to have taken votes from 
Independence. 
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In Lögrétta and Isafold it was said after the election that it had been 
'unnecessary' and 'incredibly stupid' of women to bother with a separate 
list. The article in Isafold appeared 5 Feb 1915, marked 'G.SV.', is quite long. 
The bulk of it is included here, as it has significance for what follows later. 

It [presenting a women's list] was also against the will of those women who 
have been most involved in women's rights issues in this country, such as 
Mrs. Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, who - in spite of all - is one of those with the 
most political sense here. But several charitable organisations (such as the 
Thorvaldsen Society and Hringurinn), whose role is obviously entirely other 
than to become worked up over public affairs, were not prepared to accept 
this and drew up a 'list', although women were offered seats on the party 
lists and the workers' list. They did not want to work with others, but to play 
their own little game. The result was what we now know! A vast number of 
women ignored it, and the women workers sensibly followed the example of 
their comrades, the men. 

And it is of course the only right way, for women and men to work 
together for and in public affairs. Why else did women want their rights? 
Are they planning to create a class in society - a women's class (!) - or a 
special party to 'protect their interests? What interests? Aren't their issues 
the same as all social issues? - It would be something, if we had granted them 
all their rights, if they started to make war on men!! What are they intending 
to fight for - let them answer. 

But of course they have no answer to this, nor can they produce any 
defence that makes sense. Nor do they need to; they will be forgiven these 
youthful mistakes. But it must not happen again; that would be to prove their 
immaturity in black and white. Women should, naturally, follow the same 
rules as men, and join them on issues, which have no divisions by gender. 

The article demonstrates in black and white that the battle for votes was 
becoming fierce. Women had now acquired the franchise in parliamentary 
elections. Later that year, women voted for the first time in a general 
election; only those over forty, admittedly, but this alone added about 
12,000 voters to the national electoral registers, and women were 49,8% of 
the electorate in the parliamentary election in the summer of 19167 Was 
there any sense in 'granting' them this right if t hey were to demonstrate 

7 This election, which was the first election of enfranchised women, was an election where 
six parliamentarians were elected in a system where the whole country was one 
constituency. The age limit for these elections was 35 years (40 for women and male farm-
labourers), as compared to 25 years in regular elections. This arrangement was introduced 
along with women's franchise to counteract the unsettling force of women's and male farm-
labourers' vote. Regular election was held in October 1916, where women comprised 43% 
of the electorate. 
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their 'immaturity' by struggling on separately, asks 'G.SV7 The answer was 
decisive. A tight rein was required. 

Briet Turns her Coat 

Briet Bjarnhéôinsdottir was the initiator of the women's lists, and she had 
been one of their most valiant campaigners. In 1915 she turned her back 
on them. She joined a political party, the Home Rule, and campaigned 
against the women's association list in 1916.8 We cannot help asking, how 
she came to turn her coat. 

In articles in Reykjavik daily newspapers, Briet referred to the fact that 
the political parties in the town had offered women places on their lists, 
but none had agreed to run (see Morgunbladid and Visir 30 Jan 1916). It 
cannot be ignored, she says, that half of t he women in town now vote for 
other lists. The objective has always been for women and men to work 
together, and hence it is natural to abandon separate lists, says Briet. It is 
undeniably interesting that her own paper, Kvennabladid, makes no 
mention of the municipal election in Reykjavik of 1916. It is as if nothing is 
going on, and the editress Briet feels no need to justify herself to the 
readership. 

From Briet's articles in Kvennabladid since 1913, it is clear that her 
ambitions reach farther and higher. In 1913, women's suffrage in 
parliamentary elections was on the way, and in the summer of 1915 the 
king gave his assent to the enfranchisement of Icelandic women aged 40 
and over in parliamentary elections. The possibility was obviously 
discussed in women's circles of putting forward a separate list in the 
national election in the summer of 1916. But Briet was, above all, a political 

8 Briet gives an explanation for her joining the Home Rule party in her autobiography. She 
says that she joined the party in order to protest, on her own behalf and that of the 
Women's Rights Association, against the way in which minister Siguröur Eggerz handled 
the constitution issue. Siguröur belonged to the Independence Party. A new constitution 
had been agreed by parliament in 1913. It included the extension of the franchise to women 
and workers 40 years and older, and a long list of "conditions", i.e. conditions for 
parliament to agree that legislation be submitted to the Danish Privy Council, as had been 
the rule. This led to a long and tedious dispute , the complexities of whic h are difficult to 
understand after all this time. The conclusion was, however, that the king refused his assent 
to the constitution. Siguröur was forced to resign his post of m inister after this meeting 
with the king. Briet, like many others, felt that he had mishandled the issue. (See further 
Briet Héöinsdottir 1988: 274-276). 
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realist. She pointed out that so few women would have the vote that there 
would be no point in running with a separate women's list (Kvennabladid 16 
Aug 1915). Initially at least, women would have to put their interests 
forward via men, or with their assistance. She also referred to the 
experience on the Reykjavik town council, where half of women had voted 
with the men. Party loyalties were strong in Iceland, and women would 
have to take this into account. If working with men did not work well for 
women, it was of course possible to change course. Briet was thinking of a 
change of policy as early as the summer of 1915. 

Briet, however, was hesitant about working with men. On 24 June 1915, 
she made an angry retort at a meeting of the women workers' association 
Framsókn, when a letter from three men was read out, in which the society 
was asked to provide financial backing for a newspaper to represent 
workers and socialists. Briet says she is astonished how eager the women 
members are to support a men's paper, when there was no certainty that it 
would support women's issues, while nobody wanted to subscribe to the 
only women's paper. (f>órunn Magnüsdottir 1991: 22. See also Verkakvenna-
félagid Framsókn 50 ara: 59). Briet was one of the founding mothers of 
Framsókn, she was secretary, and she took part in negotiations with 
employers on salaries, together with the chairwoman, Jónma Jónatans-
dóttir. It is clear from the above-mentioned minute that she was not 
keen on the society's tendency towards collaboration with men. Perhaps 
she felt personally threatened as owner and editress of Kvenna­
bladid. 

From 1913 until the general election of 1916, Briet wrote about her 
thoughts on women's issues in Kvennabladid, put forward various views, 
and asked for readers' opinions. The issues she mentioned were marriage 
law, the poor legal status of single women and their children, and women's 
employment. She referred to the examples of Finland, Australia and the 
USA, where women had the right to vote for parliament, and used it in the 
interests of women, children, the poor, and others who needed protection 
(see Kvennabladid 14 Oct 1913, and 28 Feb 1914). Briet wanted parliament to 
work for law reform and progress in the country, instead of pursuing the 
'politics of conflict' which for many years had militated against any law 
reform (Kvennabladid 28 Jan 1915). During the winter of 1915-1916, Briet 
repeatedly asked to hear the views of her readers on the issues she 
addressed. None did so much as write to the paper, and Briet com­
plained several times of women's apathy. She seems to have been alone in 
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her decision to join the Home Rule party and turn her back on women's 
lists. 

Briet always had an untiring interest in current affairs, and she herself 
was an excellent speaker. She kept a close eye on parliamentary affairs, 
and employed lobbying tactics to influence parliamentarians. Briet 
employed this method exhaustively in connection with women's issues, 
especially women's eligibility for public office and women's suffrage. 
Nothing could be more natural than for Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, with all 
her talents, to think that she might represent women's interests in 
parliament, in person. 

In the summer of 1916, Briet was in fourth place on the Home Rule list in 
the national election. She put forward her own policy in Kvennabladid, she 
was the only candidate to do so. Her policy was very feminist. At the 
election, Briefs name was crossed out by many voters, so that she dropped 
down to fifth place.9 Women's participation in the election was very low, or 
about 10%. Men's participation was also small, about 38% (Hagstofa 
Islands 1997: 877). Still, male votes decided the outcome of this election. 
Hence one may wonder whether Briet's feminist policy simply scared off 
male voters. 

Briefs change of heart lasted until just after the national election. In 
September 1916 she wrote to her son about the election results (See Briet 
Héöinsdottir 1988: 283-285). Her experience was bitter, but from it Briet 
drew the conclusion that women had no option but to run with a separate 
list. In her letter, she primarily blames women for what happened, calling 
them apathetic, lazy and careless of casting their vote, and some blinded 
by party loyalties.10 

9 Three men were elected from the Home Rule list at the national election. However, soon 
after the election, the man in the third seat on the list died, and the man in the fourth seat on 
the list took his seat on AlJ^ingi. Had Briet not been crossed out, she would have become 
Iceland's first woman in AlJ^ingi. 
10 Briet suggested a far more credible explanation of poor participation by women in 
Kvennabladid of 31 Aug 1916. She says that there was generalised apathy in politics, and 
that people did not know what they were voting for. There were no burning issues. 
Secondly, many women were very busy, so it was uncertain whether women servants 
would have been able to take time off to go and vote. In rural areas, she says that if th e 
master of the house did not go to the polling station, no-one went. Briet also mentions that 
many poor, elderly women did not realise they now had the right to vote in parliamentary 
elections. Nobody had the right to vote in local elections unless they paid local taxes, while 
in parliamentary elections no such limitations applied. Finally, Briet mentions that many 
women are in temporary summer employment far from home, and that it is therefore 
difficult for them to vote. 
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6. The End of the Women's Lists, 1918 

An election for seven seats on the town council took place on 30 January 
1918. Two town councillors stood down from the town council at their 
own request. Five councillors had served their full term, among them 
Guörun Larusdóttir from the women's association list. 

Three lists stood for election: the Social Democratic Party (Alpydu-
flokkurinn), the Citizen's Party (Borgaraflokkurinn), and a list of 'unaffiliated 
citizens'. Clearly the race was between the Social Democratic Party and the 
Citizens' Party, representing the establishment. The Federation of Icelandic 
Labour Unions (Alpydusamband Islands) was founded in March 1916; its 
purpose was not only to provide support to trade unions in wage 
negotiations, but also to take part in politics. The Federation stood for 
national election under the name The Social Democratic Party in summer 
1916. While it had little backing, it was clear to all that this was a new force 
which could prove highly effective. The Russian Revolution of 1917 struck 
terror into bourgeois hearts around in the world, and in Iceland too. The 
old enemies in municipal politics, Home Rulers and Independence men, 
joined forces in a defensive alliance, whose primary purpose was to 
prevent the workers winning another victory (see Hallgrimur Gudmunds­
son 1979). 

In second place on the Citizens' Party list was Inga Lära Larusdóttir. 
This seat was offered to the Federation of Women (Bandalag kvenna). This 
was the first occasion on which a political party in Reykjavik invited 
women's groups to nominate a representative in a municipal election. The 
Federation of Women was a highly political association. In clear contrast to 
other political groups in Reykjavik, it was not founded with national 
politics in mind. Rather, its issues were the town of Reykjavik and the 
townspeople, in particular women and children and their welfare. 

Women Form a Political Group: The Federation of Women 

The Federation of Women was founded on 30 May 1917. No doubt a 
contributory factor was that in 1915 women had initiated fund-raising all 
over the country for a national hospital, to commemorate women's newly-
gained franchise for parliament. This campaign went very well, and was 
generally admired. This showed women what they could do if they 
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worked together - but it also became clear that an overall federation of 
women's organisations was required. Eight women's associations in 
Reykjavik founded the Federation. Only two women's associations did not 
join the federation: the women workers' union Framsókn decided not to 
participate at this time, and the nursing association Likn refused to take 
part (Sigriöur Thorlacius 1983: 10-13). The associations had all, with the 
exception of Likn, taken part in women's association candidacy for 
municipal elections, some of them in all the elections. 

The charter of the Federation of Women states that its objectives include 
"to support all good causes of the town and society, as far as its powers 
permit, especially those related to the development of women and the 
upbringing of children" (Sigriöur Thorlacius 1983:13). These are very clear 
political objectives, and it is obvious that the women intended to be 
politically active. At the inaugural meeting, Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir 
intended to propose a motion, that the women make a formal objection to 
the fact that local and national inflation committees should comprise only 
men." When the rest of the agenda was completed, it was nearly midnight, 
so Briet postponed her motion. It was, however, taken up later in the 
summer, and the events are recounted later. The Federation's first action in 
municipal affairs was to call for the town council to undertake refuse 
disposal in the town. This resolution was sent to the town council in 1917, 
and since 1919 refuse disposal has been handled by the municipality (see 
(SR) Gjördabok veganefndar 16 Jan 1918 and 29 June 1918). These examples 
clearly indicate that the Federation intended to play an important part in 
municipal affairs. 

The first president of the Federation delivered an address at a meeting of 
women in Reykjavik on 9 March 1917, published in the newspaper Isafold 
24 March 1917. This address is interesting for a number of reasons. It 
produces arguments for women working together on certain issues 
relevant to women, and it is clothed in the rethoric of maternalistic politics. 
The president cites the National Hospital, nursing, health service, cottage 
industry, the upbringing of children, and women's culture in general. She 
says that there is a great need for a national federation of women, when 
certain matters are to be pursued. If women wish, for instance, to put 

11 During the years 1914-1918, inflation raged in Iceland, due to the shortage of goods 
brought on by World War I. Both the national government, and Reykjavik town council, set 
up special committees to deal with the problems brought on by the inflation, and they were 
named inflation committees. 

144 



forward a list for the next election [general election], this could hardly be 
done unless women all over the country were involved. 

In the 1916 election, the women's association list had been generally 
under attack in the town press, as discussed previously. An article 
appeared in Isaf old by 'G.SV.', who maintained that women were not a 
separate class or group in society. The author asks whether women's issues 
are not simply the same as other social issues. The president of the 
Federation of Women referred to this question from 'G.SV.' in her address. 
She maintained that man and woman could never be the same, and that 
their experience differed: 

I remember after the municipal election here last year, that one of those men 
who often write in the papers on various issues suggested that nothing could 
be more ridiculous than women putting forward a separate list, as if t hey 
were a special class in society. Yes, if this were so, then all separate women's 
organisations would be ridiculous (and the most absurd of all, those 
organisations whose objective is the political rights of women). 

But it is exactly that which distinguishes women from men that cannot 
disappear, the sexes cannot work together for everything, unless they cease 
to be man and woman and prepare for the end of all human life on earth. 

While the woman is a mother, which means more than simply bringing 
children into the world, like a hatching machine, her working environment 
will generally be different from that of the man. She can, admittedly, work 
with him in many, perhaps most, spheres, but in addition to this she has her 
own field, where he can support her, but cannot fully work with her. 

This is why separate women's organisations have a right to exist, I wish 
to say, as long as mankind lives. 

The maternalistic rethoric is extremely clear in the address. Evidently the 
establishment of the Federation of Women had its root is the fact that 
many women felt threatened by the increasing rivalry between the male 
political factions in the town, and the attacks upon the women's list in 
1916. The system was changing form, and maternalistic politics were on 
the defensive. 

The new Citizens' Party invited the Federation of Women to collaborate 
on the elections. Their offer was accepted. Eleven women were in favour, 
four against, among them Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir. She had turned over 
another new leaf, and now maintained that women should stand apart in 
elections. The decision to accept a seat on the Citizen's Party list was a 
matter of bitter controversy within the Federation, and it was later decided 
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to accept no further offers from the political parties (see Sigriöur 
Thorlacius 1983: 31-32). 

Establishment vs. Unions 

Isafold and Lögrétta were firm supporters of the Citizens' Party ticket. Both 
papers said that a victory of the socialists on the city council must be 
prevented. Isafold also said on 30 Jan 1918 that now, for the first time, votes 
would not be cast on national party lines; instead, people had now joined 
forces to deal jointly with municipal issues. 

Dagsbrun, the organ of the socialists, ridiculed the Citizen's Party on 26 Jan 
1918, particularly for having had to seek the support of the women's 
associations. The paper says that the organisation is obviously not so strong 
that it does not have to cling to the apron-strings of the women's associations. 

Women were divided among the two major lists. The Federation of 
Women automatically supported the Citizens' Party list, where they had a 
safe seat. The women worker's association, Framsókn, supported the Social 
Democrats, even if no woman was on that list, and the president urged 
women workers on a meeting to vote for the Social Democrats (see 
Verkakvennafélagïd Framsókn 50 ara: 59). 

The election was warming up, and a new campaign tool had arrived: 
the motor car. Vehicles drove from place to place, picking up aged and 
sickly voters and taking them to the polling station. The results are shown 
below. 

Table 9. Election results 1918 

Lists Votes Councillors 

Citizens' Party 1593 4 
Social Democratic Party 1193 3 
Unaffiliated 76 
Invalid votes 60 

Total: 2,922 

Voter participation was unusually high, as high as in 1908, or about 58%. 
Of the women on the electoral register, 47% voted, as against about 68% of 
the men. 
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Town councillors 1918-1920: 

Women: Inga Lara Larusdóttir, teacher, and Briet Bjarnhéöinsdottir, editress. 
Citizen's party (and its forerunners): Sveinn Björnsson, high court advocate, 

Guömundur Asbjarnarson, carpenter, Jon Olafsson, managing director, 
Benedikt Sveinsson, editor, Jon ï>orlâksson, engineer, Sigh va tur Bjarnason, bank 
director, Siguröur Jonsson, teacher. 

Social Democrats (and its forerunners): Jon Baldvinsson, printer, Ólafur 
Friöriksson, editor, Eorvaröur î>orvarôarson, printworks manager, Jörundur 
Brynjólfsson, teacher, Ägüst Josefsson, printer, Kristjân V. Guömundsson, 
foreman. 

The Citizens' Party and its predecessors had seven seats on the town 
council, plus the mayor. The social democrats had six seats, and the 
women two. The worker's representatives were not blue collar labourers; 
they were artisans and one teacher, bringing with them new values. 

Women's votes were of m ore importance to the town's political parties 
than ever before. Two groupings had formed, that competed fiercly for the 
voters. In this context, every vote counted, as was pointed out in an article 
in Lögrétta on polling day, which described the dangers entailed in a 
socialist victory. The invitation issued by the Citizens' Party to the Federa­
tion of Women illustrates this change of heart among the men of the town. 
The socialists also made great efforts to reach women voters. The 
Federation of Labour promulgated the Social Democratic Party policy in 
1917. No mention was made of women or their interests, nor were 
municipal affairs mentioned. But on the cover of the booklet were the 
words: "Women should read this booklet, no less than men." (Alpydu-
flokkurinn). 

Fear of the Worker 

Considerable disputes arose in the town regarding the electoral register in 
1918, and this had its effect on the election. The returning board, 
comprising the mayor and two town councillors, representing the Home 
Rule group and the Independence group, decided to exclude from the 
electoral register those who had not paid their local taxes. There were even 
cases in which the wives of men who had not paid their dues were 
excluded from the register (Verkakvennafélagid Framsókn 50 ära: 60). 

147 



This matter was brought up at a meeting of the town council shortly 
before the election, and one of the town's newspapers, Morgunbladid, 
reported the discussion on 19 Jan 1918. The mayor defended the decision 
of the returning board. Three representatives of the social democrats were 
opposed, interestingly not to the proposal or to the composition of the 
returning board, but to its manner of execution. One stated that, if t his 
interpretation of electoral legislation was valid, it could only be applied 
following an action of distraint, demonstrating that the voter could not 
pay his dues. Another said that the returning board should have 
promulgated its decision in advance, giving people the opportunity to pay 
their debts. The third proposed a motion that a request be made that the 
returning board should not remove these voters from the electoral register. 

Briet BjarnhéSinsdóttir employed other arguments. She stated that this 
same returning board had removed a whole class of people from the 
electoral register at the last election, and that workers could expect the 
same now.12 The returning board had now discovered the possibilities of 
the electoral legislation, by crossing out all those in debt. Briet 
Bjarnhéöinsdottir showed great determination at this council meeting, to 
judge from the newspaper Visir 18 Jan 1918. 

In the end, the council meeting agreed to a motion that this was a matter 
for the returning board ((SR) Gjordabók bxjarstjórnar 17 Jan 1918). The Social 
Democratic Party entered a complaint to the national administrative offices 
against this action by the returning board. The administration ruled that 
the election would be declared invalid, if a complaint were made. 

The returning board promulgated an advertisement all over the town 
the same day as the administration's ruling was received, which was on 
the day before the election. The advertisement states that a supplement to 
the electoral register will be drawn up, with the names of those who ought 
to be on the electoral register according to the interpretation of the 
government ((SR) Kjörbok vegna kosninga...). In the electoral register of 1918 
the names of 679 men and women appear in the supplementary register, 
which is about 16% of voters in the town ((SR) Kjörstjornarskjöl.vegna 
bxjarstjórnarkosninga 1856-1944). The returning board thus intended to 
exclude a large group of voters by its actions. It was no longer women 

12 Briet refers here to elections for the tax committee in the autumn of 1917, when it appears 
that the returning board did not include women servants on the electoral register. See 
Kvennabladid, 30 November 1917, where Briet urges women to make sure the electoral 
register is correct in January 1918. 
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whom the Reykjavik returning board feared most, as in 1910 when woman 
servants came under attack. The municipal establishment feared the 
poorer townspeople, who had founded a federation against them. In the 
dispute over the electoral register, this latter class of people had their 
strongest ally in Briet Bjarnhéöinsdöttir, and certainly not in the social 
democratic representatives on the council. 

A Short Overview 

This chapter has told the story of women's lists in Reykjavik, their rise and 
decline, and it has examined the political development in the town. The 
establishment of the Icelandic Women's Rights Organization and its ties 
to the International Woman Suffrage Alliance proved decisive for the 
running of the lists. Through the Alliance, Briet Bjarnhéöinsdöttir gained 
knowledge about the wider world where women joined forces in working 
for women's suffrage and where participation in politics, including 
running lists at elections, was a natural extension of their work, both inside 
and outside their homes. This she projected to Icelandic women through 
her magazine, and in person at meetings of the various women's 
associations. 

Women's lists made little headway, however, except in Iceland, and then 
only for a while. The reasons for the comparative success of Icelandic 
women's lists are discussed in the concluding chapter of the dissertation. I 
turn next to examine the policies that women town councillors presented 
and fought for. 
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Chapter II.4 

Maternalistic Policies on 
the Town Council 

The Children, The Sick and The Poor 

Women are indispensible on the town council, as in the home. 
A town council without women is like a home without a woman. 

(Kosningablad kvenna 23 Jan 1912) 

Introduction 

In this chapter I discuss the activities of women who were elected on the 
town council in the period 1908-1922. The last women's list was put 
forward in 1916. However, a feminist was elected on the town council in 
1918 from the Citizen Party's ticket and she served until 1922. In 1920 the 
president of the women worker's union was elected on the Social 
Democratic ticket, serving also until 1922. 

The primary aim of this chapter is to provide an answer to the last of 
Pateman's questions put forward at the beginning of this dissertation, 
namely: What has been the political significance of women's entry into 
(state) legislatures? At the end of the chapter I summarize my findings. I 
also compare them with the empirical findings of research on the older 
women's movements in other countries. 

A note on sources 

As no research had been done on this subject before I ventured on this 
journey, my sources are mostly of the primary kind, occasionally 
supplemented by newspaper reports. 
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The minutes of the town council and of its various committees 
are very brief. But one cannot conclude from this that one or more 
councillors were inactive. Debates in the town council are not recorded 
in the minutes, and it is rarely specified which councillor initiates a 
certain issue. A minimum of four councillors had to request a vote by 
name in order for such information to be recorded in the minutes. 
Until 1915, councillors took turns in recording the minutes of meetings, 
and, naturally enough, this work was not always conscientiously 
carried out. The standard improved greatly after a secretary took 
over responsibility for the minutes in 1915, but they remain in their brief 
form. 

In addition to the above-mentioned sources, other sources used here 
are newspapers, and councillors' memoirs, but especially the press. 
Several of the councillors wrote their memoirs, but only Knud Zimsen 
discussed his time as a town councillor in detail.1 Briet Héôinsdottir's 
book based on the letters of her grandmother, Briet Bjarnhéöins-
dóttir, to her children, is an invaluable resource for the modern reader 
who wishes to understand more about the battles fought by the first 
women councillors and their policies. It would be desirable for more 
memoirs and collections of letters to be available, as such sources 
reveal much that its not revealed by minutes or press reports. Regrett­
ably, however, the memoirs are scarce and the story is accordingly 
echewed. 

Municipal Health 

The town of Reykjavik had no hospital of its own, and did not acquire one 
until 1920, when the municipality purchased an infirmary and an 
ambulance. The influenza that raged in the town in the last months of 1918 
and claimed 219 lives made the inadequacy of municipal health facilities 
painfully clear. But there were no new developments until 1943, when the 
town authorities accepted as a gift the hospital established by the women's 

1 Sveinn Björnsson, who was was a town councillor 1912-1922, wrote his memoirs, but says 
little about his time on the council (Sveinn Björnsson 1957). Agust Josefsson devoted only 
three pages of his memoirs to his time on the town council 1916-1934 (Ägüst Josefsson 
1959). Thor Jensen also mentions his time on the town council only briefly; he was a 
councillor 1916-1918 (Valtyr Stefansson 1954 and 1955). 
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temperance association Hvüabandid (The White Ribbon) with buildings and 
all equipment (see Margrét Guômundsdôttir 1995). Then, at last, the 
people of Reykjavik gained their own hospital. The town council was 
extremely conservative in these matters. Health care, health protection and 
nursing were almost solely the province of motivated individuals, nurses 
and various voluntary groups. 

Women and their organisations were quick to involve themselves in 
these issues. They urged better hygiene among the townspeople; for 
instance, they had the floor of the primary school cleaned daily, which was 
an important factor in hindering the spread of tuberculosis. And Katrin 
Magnusson proposed a motion during a debate on police regulations in 
1914, that spitting in the street be prohibited (Morgunbladid 20 June 1914). 
The national Icelandic habit of s pitting anywhere and everywhere was 
an important contributory factor in the rapid spread of tuberculosis, 
the deadliest disease that struck the townspeople in 1911-1925 (see 
Margrét Guômundsdôttir 1992: 261). In the period 1909-1911, Guörün 
Björnsdottir campaigned for improvements in milk distribution in the 
town. Guörün had been a milk-merchant herself, and was familiar with 
the trade. She wrote several articles in the press on insanitary conditions in 
the milk trade, complete with blood-curdling descriptions (see t>órunn 
Valdimarsdóttir 1986: 136-137). One of the first actions of the Federation 
of Women was to induce the municipality in 1917 to undertake refuse 
disposal for the townspeople, thus eliminating the middens that 
were found outside many houses, attracting rats and other carriers of 
infection. 

In the town budget of 1909, a sum of ISK 1,850 is devoted to what are 
termed 'health arrangements' in the town; this was about 1.4% of total 
municipal expenditures ((SR) Gjordabók bxjarstjórnar, budget 1909). This 
small sum went to three midwives, a health officer and the Reykjavik Bath 
House. No other health arrangements were made. The proportion of the 
budget allocated to health matters actually dropped until 1918, as shown 
by the graph below (Table 10). Interestingly enough, in spite of the 
influenza epidemic of 1918, the town's health expenditure did not rise in 
1919. This is based upon budgets, which may not completely reflect reality. 
The town became involved in some additional expenditure because of the 
epidemic, but even that depended primarily as before on contributions 
and voluntary work from individuals (see e.g. Guòjón Friöriksson 1994: 
19-20). 
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Table 10. Proportion of municipal budget allocated 
to health matters 1909-1923 

10 -

6 -

4 -

1909 1910 1911 1912 1913 1914 1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 1921 19221923 

In 1920, the municipality of Reykavik purchased an infirmary and an ambulance, which 
accounts for the sudden rise in the graph. 
Source: (SR) Gjöröabok bxjarstjornar, budgets. 

The need for improved care for the sick, the elderly, those without 
adequate food or clothing, increased year by year, due to the growing 
population of the town, overcrowding and squalor. In December 1913, 
Brlet Bjarnhéöinsdottir promulgated the policy of women in municipal 
affairs for the January 1914 election in her paper (Kvennabladid 22 Dec 
1913). It states that one of the tasks of the municipality must be to act on 
health and charitable issues. It is not sufficient to leave health care in the 
town to such voluntary organisations as Hvttabandid (The White Ribbon) 
and Hringurinn. But her message fell on deaf ears. 

The foundation of the nursing association Likn in 1915 led to great 
changes in health care for the people of Reykjavik. Established and run by 
women, its objective was to provide free nursing care in the home. The 
organisation received a grant from the municipality for its work from the 
start, but it was small, only ISK 500. It was certainly the women on the 
council who proposed that the grant be made, although the minutes do 
not state this. 

The history of this remarkable organisation will not be recounted here, 
as it has been told elsewhere.2 But the foundation of Likn was a turning 

2 See Margrét Guömundsdottir (1992). Also Maria Pétursdóttir (1969: 96-100). On health 
matters in Reykjavik, see Guöjon Friöriksson (1994: 19-43). 
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