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SOCIAL DISTINCTIONS AND NATIONAL UNITY:
ON POLITICS OF NATIONALISM IN
NINETEENTH-CENTURY ICELAND

GUDPMUNDUR HALFDANARSON*

‘People have sometimes debated’, wrote the Icelandic historian J6n Jénsson
Abils in 1910, ‘whether patriotism is an affection for the country itself or an
affection for the nation that inhabits the country’; in other words, if it was a feeling
for the natural habitat of the nation, or a collective identity of the group. This
debate was largely irrelevant, he asserted, as patriotism was both at the same time.
It is a natural instinct, he wrote, ‘people love both [country and nation]
unconsciously and instinctively, by a deep and mysterious impulse, which
originates in a rigid natural law, in a basic nature that is common to all’.!

In his statement, J6n Jénsson expressed an opinion that nationalists of all
denominations have had in common. Advocates of Breton nationalism today, to
take but one example, view their efforts as directly descending from the anti-feudal
uprisings of the early modern period, carrying on a nationalist tradition in Brittany
that has survived a union with France of almost half a millennium.? The problem
with this view is, however, that it moves nationalism beyond historical or
sociological analysis into the realm of social psychology. Nationalism is not a
historical construct, if the argument is followed, as it is only a collective action
based on a general discovery of an unconscious feeling, altruistic in its intentions,
which has preservation of cultural identities and a recovery of natural political
rights as its primary goals. But even if nationalism has proven to be one of the most
powerful sources of political mobilization for the last two centuries, creating havoc
for established states and constantly messing up the world order, it has never been
defined or predicted in a satisfactory manner. Some nations have, indeed, come into
existence through an assertion of collective identities, based on criteria such as
history, language, or traditions, rejecting—sometimes successfully, sometimes
not—the political domination of a ‘foreign’ power and calling for what they term
as their indisputable rights. At the same time, other population groups with equal
claims for nationhood have failed even to ‘discover’ their national identity and have
been thoroughly integrated into larger national units.

Rather than branding this as a betrayal on the behalf of the potential nations to
their ‘true self’, we have to abandon the nationalist line of thought altogether. A
nation has no inherent rights, and it has, in fact, no definite, predetermined borders.
To understand the context, power, and process of nationalism, we have to reject its
own mystifications—or, what Terry Eagleton has named the metaphysics of
nationalism>—created and sustained to legitimize and rationalize a political
contention that is based on interests or ideological beliefs that have more to do with
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history than with collective psychology. Thus, I tend to agree with students of
nationalism who deem it to be a social organization, based on historical and cultural
premises, used either to make new claims for social authority or to preserve old
power structures and social processes. Seen in this way, ‘nationalism is not the
awakening of nations to self-consciousness’, to use the words of Emest Gellner, as
‘it invents nations where they do not exist...’* That is, nations are ‘imagined
communities’,’ often originating in the thoughts of an elite, which will never be
more than isolated ideas unless they find resonance in the interests (however
perceived) of the potential nation.

Nationalism, as a principle of political mobilization, has always drawn its
strength from the fact that we tend to remove the nation from its historical context.
It projects its vision of a world divided into separate groups, united around symbols
like language or common history, onto a world that has only a vague notion of this
kind of social distinction. In this way, the nation is taken for granted; it becomes
an empirical fact rather than serving as a subjective social category. This has had
an immense political importance, because, as the French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu points out, our ‘systems of classification’ or our ‘categories of perception’
(the words we use to describe the social reality) are not simple reflections of the
social structure, but construct the social reality just as much as they describe it.
Thus, he maintains, all political struggle is essentially ‘a struggle to impose the
legitimate principle of vision and division ... ’; or, he continues, ‘to change the
world, it is necessary to change the way in which the world is made, that is, the
vision of the world and the operational practices by which groups are produced and
reproduced’. For this reason, it is crucial for all social dominance to make the
strategies of reproduction and social perception seem ‘natural’ for the society in
question. Social classification, although it is often perceived as an empirical
rendering of society, and the systems of social reproduction are, therefore, always
highly political, even the central themes of all political struggle.®

Few systems of social classification have influenced our lives as much as the
system of nations and nation-states. In the world of nations, national interests are
meant to take priority over individual and class interests, at least in times of intense
mobilization along national lines. For a citizen, it is a moral duty of the highest
order to defend and further the interests of his or her nation; the national welfare
is put above personal gain. Thus the power to define the national interests, to
delimit the national culture, and to draw the boundaries that either separate one
nation from another or divide the nation into social groups, is a major source of
political authority in the contemporary world.

It is on these propositions that we have to base the study of the rapid and
thorough changes in Icelandic political culture in the course of the nineteenth
century. After centuries of complacent partnership in the Danish monarchy,
political nationalism prevailed in Iceland in the late 1840s, calling for an
autonomous polity for the island. For Icelandic nationalists, this development
signifies the awakening of a slumbering national spirit—Volkgeist—and does not
require an explanation beyond the genealogy of the ideas that shaped it. These ideas
are commonly traced through the writings of a group of intellectuals, usually
beginning with the eighteenth-century naturalist, poet, and government official
Eggert Olafsson, and leading to the nineteenth-century nationalist hero, the
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archivist Jon Sigurdsson. As the sounds of their trumpets rang, the walls that
hemmed in the Icelandic nation, impeding its intellectual development and
economic progress, finally crumbled, enabling the invigorated nation to reenter the
route of prosperity—or so contends the nationalist hagiology.

The nationalists’ domination of the Icelandic political discourse propelled their
logic into a predominant position.” The struggle for self-determination and
preservation of the national culture was the real issue of Icelandic politics, they
argued, calling for ideological unity and placing heavy emphasis on the self-
righteous nature of their effort. Autonomy of some sort was the nation’s destiny,
its definite right and a necessity for its economic and cultural maturation.
According to the nationalist myth, this struggle was noble in itself, fought for the
sake of all members of the Icelandic nation. But behind the rhetoric lurked deep
divisions in the nationalist movement based on ideological preferences and class
interests.® On the surface, the definition of the Icelandic nation posed no problem,
because it was to comprise all those who were bound together by the invisible
bonds of a common Icelandic language and culture. But as a political category, the
Icelandic nation was perceived as a much narrower group, excluding almost all but
peasants’ and government officials from participation in the political process. This
classification was significant not only as it gave an obvious preference to the social
groups that held full citizenship, but also as it legitimized and institutionalized the
inequalities in the division of capital (economic or symbolic) in Iceland and
reinforced its rigid systems of social reproduction. Here I want to put nineteenth-
century Icelandic politics in its context, analyzing the complex interplay between
political ideologies and the system of social distinctions in an emerging nation. This
case demonstrates how difficult it is to construct general theories on nationalism,
because while nations are constructed categories, they also have become a crucial
factor in our construction of the world. Therefore the question is not ‘whether
nationalism is an ideological construct or a basic anthropological phenomenon’,"
as successful nationalism must seem to be both at the same time.

THE IDEOLOGICAL ORIGINS OF ICELANDIC NATIONALISM

In the French Revolution the ‘modern nation’ was born, both in the abstract and
concrete meaning of the term. As the people of France abolished the corporate
state, suppressing the system of three orders and dismantling the boundaries that cut
the realm into regional entities, the diverse amalgam of provinces and social groups
that made up the state coalesced at last into one whole: the French nation.
Moreover, with the first written constitution of France in 1791, the absolute king
had to relegate his sovereignty to the collective body of citizens, thus making
France a nation-state. ‘Sovereignty is one, indivisible, inalienable, and
imprescriptable. It belongs to the Nation; neither a section of the people, nor any
individual, can assume its function alone’, the constitution proudly declared,
echoing the thoughts of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and other philosophes of the
Enlightenment."" Hence, king and god were to be the servants of their former
subjects; the absolute laws of the deity had to yield to the common will of the
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The new political theory proved to be seductive, as desperate attempts to turn the
clock back to the absolutist past were largely unsuccessful-—not only in France, but
also over most of Europe. To Iceland the new political ideas spread through
Denmark with the writings of students and intellectuals living in Copenhagen at the
time. For the intelligentsia, it was the nationalist and democratic movements of
Europe that kindled ‘the love -for liberty and love for their fatherland and
nationality’, as the nationalist politician J6n SigurSsson wrote in his elegy for his
precursor, Baldvin Einarsson.' In 1848, as Danish absolutism was at its last gasp,
the Icelandic intellectual vanguard in Copenhagen rejoiced, predicting that ‘soon
would the glow on the mountain peaks, shine in the moming of freedom’, as the
Icelandic poet Gisli Brynj6ifsson put it so eloquently.'® But, whatever influence
these men had on public opinion in their fatherland, their countrymen had no choice
but to rethink the relationship with the Danish monarchy. With the resurrection of
the Alping as an elected advisory body in 1843, and the convocation of a
Constituent Assembly in 1848, the population of this distant ‘province’ was thrust
into an unforeseen and unprecedented political whirlpool; a choice had to be made:
either to become members of a Danish nation-state or to clearly demarcate the
political boundaries of the Icelandic polity.

For most the choice was simple in itself: the population in Iceland formed a
sovereign nation on its own, and therefore it could never become a constituent part
of the large pool of Danish citizens. Laniguage, history, and literary traditions were
a basis for an Icelandic national culture, separating Icelanders from all other
nations. From the beginning, there was no interest in Iceland for any formal
participation in Danish assemblies, even not among the high officials of the Danish
crown in Iceland. Social and geographic distance made all active interaction in this
field between center and periphery impossible, they reasoned; if the assembly was
to contribute to enlightening of the public spirit, then Iceland had to have one of
its own." For others, Iceland had a self-evident right to its own parliament, not least
because ‘Iceland has kindled the light of learning in the Nordic countries’, as
Témas Semundsson, the nationalist clergyman and essayist, wrote in 1841 on the
occasion of the restoration of Alping. Icelanders were simply not Danish, and they
had both the right and duty to preserve their traditions and culture. Anyway, the
king knew, that ‘it will be of little honor for his state to eliminate the Icelandic
nationality’, Témas Szmundsson argued, and therefore he was bound to exempt
Icelanders from participation in Danish assemblies.®

Thus the subject of Icelandic politics was set from the beginning. The relations
with Denmark were the pre-eminent issue: as soon as one step was taken toward
an autonomy of the Icelandic polity, the fight for the next commenced. Moreover,
this struggle was considered a sacred duty, beyond compromise and reason, and
gave the one who best defined its end or means almost a saintly status. For this
reason, politics in Iceland remained, at least for decades after the first introduction
of democracy in the island, a contention for the leadership in the nationalist
movement, or a competition for the most convincing definition of the nationalist
demands. Internal unity was an integral part of the political process, both because
those who ‘betrayed’ the sacred goal, or offered to give up the slightest part of the
sovereignty of the nation, excluded themselves from continued participation on
politics. Furthermore, because national interests were thought to be for the common
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good, and above the petty concerns of individual citizens or social groups, the room
for political organization was left extremely narrow.

In spite of this (and partly because of this), Icelandic politics were a complex
and constant dialectic between discord and unity. Thus, J6n Sigur8sson, the long-
time leader of the nationalist movement in Iceland,’” began his career as an ardent
liberal, fighting for Icelandic autonomy and individual liberty on the same grounds.
In his opinion, a nation, just as an individual, had to be free from external control
in order to develop in a rational manner; that is, individual liberty and national
freedom were not two separate goals, but two sides of the same coin. Thus,
economic liberty was to be the basis for economic progress in Iceland as elsewhere,
while political liberty would arouse public interest in good government.'® The bulk
of the nationalists, however, demonstrated little interest in individual liberty—they
often saw individual and national liberty as two distinct and sometimes mutually
exclusive concepts. For them, nationalism was not to be a catalyst for social
change, but rather a vehicle for the preservation of the existing Icelandic culture
and economy.

In part, this division of Icelandic nationalism reflects tensions that have always
plagued nationalism, and then both as a theoretical construction and as an
organizational principle. In response to the defeat in the Franco-Prussian war, the
French historian Fustel de Coulanges contrasted the ‘modern’ nationalism of France
with the one advocated by the emerging German nation-state; the French nation
was formed by free consent, he argued, (‘a nation of consent, willed by itself’,
Ernest Lavisse called it'°) without any need for a unified culture or language, while
the Germans based their national principle on a common ethnicity. Thus, the French
nation was ‘democratic’, or ‘western’, while the Germans clung to ‘autocratic’ and
‘eastern’ national principles.”® Similarly, French nationalism was itself for a long
time born between two ideological tendencies, that is, the liberal-revolutionary
tradition of the Left, and the corporate-conservative tradition of the Right.”!

Thus the framework of Icelandic politics was, to a large extent, decided by a
political development exterior to the country itself. It was the general restructuring
of the European state system that set the political process in motion, and the
response was, to a certain degree at least, an Icelandic adaptation of imported
ideologies. We should not, however, push this comparison too far. Icelandic
nationalism was idiosyncratic in its form, as all nationalisms are by nature. As it
is largely a politicalization of cultural differences, nationalism of one population
group is never identical to nationalism of another. Icelandic political culture will
therefore not be understood with reference to ‘foreign’ ideas alone, since it was
shaped through a constant interaction between these ideas and native social
practices; that is, the political culture was a translation of an abstract ideological
discourse of politics into the concrete language of culture.

INDIVIDUAL, CLASS AND NATION: POLITICS AND
CULTURE IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY ICELAND

In 1853, the Alping passed a proposition for a new law concerning the right to
vote in parliamentary elections. The resolution did not have any weight in itself, as
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the Danish king still retained an absolute legislative power in Iceland, but in the
end the will of Alping prevailed almost to the letter. Moreover, the resolution
had a clear theoretical importance, because with it Alping delimited the political
nation in Iceland; that is, it defined whom this representative body was to represent.
The message of the Alping was clear. In politics the Icelandic nation was not
to be based on cultural criteria, as neither language nor a common history was
considered when the parliament meted out political rights. Rather, the nation was
to be a hierarchical construction, where social positions determined the actual rights
of individual citizens and served as a basis for political conceptualization. Thus,
the resolution was, at the same time, democratic and autocratic in its
orientation, granting some social groups practically unlimited franchise, while
members of other groups had to fulfill stringent conditions to qualify for the right
to vote.?

The real core of the Icelandic nation, according to the parliamentary resolution,
was the farming class, to which the representatives counted all those who farmed
independently and were affluent enough to contribute something to their respective
communities. To this peasant kemel, the parliament added without much
reservation, all officials of the crown and those who had received the equivalent of
university education. For this part of the Icelandic nation, the new regulation meant
a clear expansion from earlier laws that had put high property restrictions on all
participants in the political process. The reason for this liberality, stated a report
from the parliamentary commission selected to write the resolution in 1853, was the
firm conviction that ‘intelligence, experience, and knowledge of the various
conditions in our country does not at all go hand in hand with, nor is inseparably
united with, ownership of land or other forms of wealth’.”® The Alping was much
more parsimonious, however, in its allocation of democratic rights to other social
groups in Iceland. Women and all ‘dependent’ men (that is, above all, servants)
were denied the right to vote out of hand, regardless of their age or wealth.
Furthermore, the so-called ‘bourgeoisie’ (kaupstadaborgarar) could only vote as
long as they paid a certain amount of money in taxes. For fishermen and cottars,
the rules were more stringent still, as all but the wealthiest members of these social
groups were totally disenfranchised.* Thus, Icelandic democracy was to be of
many layers, with legal equality for male peasants and officials, but severe
restrictions for other groups—and then cottars in particular.

The resolution of 1853, which the parliament endorsed again almost unaltered
in 1855, was not a sudden burst of conservatism, but totally in line with the
ideology that had dominated Icelandic social discourse for centuries. For one thing,
Iceland was viewed as a peasant society par excellence, dominated both in numbers
and economic power by the peasant class and their subjects. This was commonly
noted in social commentaries of the time, which usnally divided the nation into
peasants and officials only; in the same way as ‘it has been reckoned from time
immemorial’, wrote, for example, Magnis Stephensen, the influential judge and
publicist, in 1820, ‘I deem there are three Estates in this country, namely: the
Office-holder-, Clerical-, and the Peasant-class’.” In this classificatory system there
was no room for either cottars, servants, or day-laborers, although they certainly
outnumbered the officials by far throughout the nineteenth century. Thus, the
voting legislation reflected the social taxonomy (rather than the social reality),
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giving rights to those who were acknowledged members of the Icelandic political
nation, while excluding others as much as possible.

The relation between social perception and social reality was even more
complex, as the development of the socio-economic system in Iceland had been
tightly regulated for a long time. Most importantly, for centuries the Icelandic elites
had attempted to bar the growth of an independent working class in the country,
which had, in turn, hindered the development of its fisheries and contributed to the
total economic dominance of agriculture.?® The two basic pillars of this enforced
peasant economy were, first, a provision that ordered all those who did not head a
household to hire themselves as servants on annual contracts. Second, the laws
prohibited free migration toward the sea, as all those who wanted to form new
households had to have a plot of land to farm at their disposal.” As a result, the
individual did not have much room for improvisation; it was, in fact, very difficult
for others than peasants and officials to procreate or to lead a family life, at least
if they wanted to live in accordance with the law.

If this system is interpreted, as it often has, from the view of its economic or
social functions, then the most obvious explanation for its rigidity and remarkable
tenacity would be the fact that it fitted neatly the economic needs of the very elites
that traditionally controlled Icelandic society and legislation. The system of ‘social
control . . . provided the farmer with cheap labour’, postulates Gisli Gunnarsson in
his fine study of the monopoly trade in seventeenth and eighteenth-century
Iceland.® ‘[Ilmplicit in the law and the legislation dealing with legally defined
classes of cottars, lodgers, boarders and servants’, writes Gisli Agiist Gunnlaugsson
about the same law codes, ‘was a desire to ensure social discipline, and prevent
vagrancy, guarantee farmers a steady supply of relatively cheap labour, prevent
paupers from marrying . . . : in general to maintain the existing social order’.””

In my opinion, however, a functional interpretation of the social legislation and
the related political discourse tends to both exaggerate and underestimate the
influence of these law codes. On one hand, it would be wrong to see the social
legislation simply as a conscious effort to preserve a certain social structure, or,
indeed, as an effective tool for social control. The peasant members of the Icelandic
parliament often used lack of servants as a rationalization for the continued
application of the social legislation, so much is true, but it is not clear that the rules
secured an abundant supply of cheap labour,* nor was there any direct link between
the fluctuations in the political discourse and the availability of servants on the
labor market.! Anyway, rules of social domination will never serve their purpose
unless they are internalized by those whom they are to dominate; that is, unless they
are recognized as ‘just’ or ‘natural’ by, not only the ‘upper classes’, but the
majority of the members of the society in question. That is to say, stricter
legislation, explicitly written down in legal codes, does not necessarily mean a
tighter social control; often, on the contrary, it implies a challenge to the implicit
and unwritten rules and strategies that have dominated society in the past.

On the other hand, I would contend that social legislation, seen as an ideological
expression rather than a set of normative regulations, had a much wider connotation
than its economic functions would indicate. Thus the laws were a constituent part
of what Pierre Bourdieu calls ‘strategies of reproduction’, or the rules and practices
that enable the dominant classes to preserve their predominance.’! In this respect,
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the rules of social regulation set the framework for a rigid system of socialization,
where individual choice of occupation was strictly limited to designated social
trajectories, in a pattern people felt had remained unchanged through the centuries.
In this system, as I have demonstrated elsewhere,” a person’s life was divided into
separate and well defined periods, each corresponding to the age and maturity of
the person in question. Born into peasant families, children were to work for their
parents at least up to the age of confirmation (around the age of fourteen), after
which they could either enter other peasant households as servants, or remain under
parental authority in their childhood homes. At a marriageable age, usually
somewhere between 25 and 35, people generally married and formed their own
households, provided that they had control of a farm. For many, this was the last
stage in the life-cycle, while of those who lived long enough to retire, the majority
spent their last days in the household of their married children.

This life-cycle system was, of course, not in any way particular for Iceland, as
it was similar to those that characterize most other peasant economies in the
western world. What makes the Icelandic peasant system peculiar, though, was the
almost religious adherence to its principles, or the resolute belief in the benefits it
had for each individual and the society in general. For a person to become a man/
woman, it was considered imperative to spend some years in farm service, where
an individual learmned the skills of farming, the need for frugal living, and the
necessity of incessant toil for his/her moral and economic well-being.* In other
words, service was perceived as a part of the process of socialization—a direct and
logical continuation of childhood—rather than strictly an economic activity; it was
a necessary part of the production of a new citizen, serving a similar role as the
school system in ‘modern’ societies.” In accordance with this idea, servants were
treated as children, irrespective of their age, maturity, or physical stature.’® This
was only possible because, according to the idealized model, all peasant sons
became peasants in the end, thus making peasanthood synonymous with
adulthood—at least for those who did not enter the administrative elite.

The Icelandic nation, at least as it was defined by the majority of those who
represented the nation in the early days of its parliamentary politics, was a complex
phenomenon. It was certainly not to be a self-declared union of equal individuals,
as it strove to preserve and strengthen the hold that specific groups had on the social
processes. Neither did it pretend to speak in a uniform voice for all those who
belonged to the cuitural nation, although the political demands of the nation could
only be legitimized with reference to its cultural character. We have to look at
politics in their context, however, but not as a social field distinct from society, or
as a revelation that demonstrates the road toward salvation. This is to say, political
culture in Iceland was, as political culture always will be, subject to the rules and
processes that dominate the culture in general.

NATION, STATE, AND HABITUS

Nationalist politics are always conducted in a bipolar space. This is an essential
part of its logic, as the unity of one nation is only sustained as long as its members
perceive their existence in opposition to all others—where, preferably, one nation
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or group of nations stand out as the archenemy, or the main source of all corruption.
In all of its individual multiplicity, the population group we name (and is named
by itself) a nation, coalesces into one soul, into one being, consecrated by its
symbols and traditions—invented if need be. Thus, a person’s individuality is
submerged in the collectivity; we become parts of the unity, both in body and mind.
Nationalism is, therefore, politics of difference for the sake of sameness; that is, the
way in which a particular nation differs from all others serves as a basis for a
common identity among the group of individuals that has these distinctive traits in
common.

In spite of its nature, nationalism is commonly seen as a necessary path toward
a universal union, where national differences will be supplanted by an international
sameness. This is the Marxist irony, argues Terry Eagleton, as the victimized have
to go through a nation (as well as class) in order to reach the ‘other side’, or the
classless (and nationless) society where ‘the abstract universal right of all to be free,
the shared essence or identity of all human subjects to be autonomous’, will be truly
honored.”” For the ‘bourgeois’ theories of modernization, the nation serves a similar
purpose. It is useful at the present, and was even more so in the past, as an
integrative principle in times of social reconstruction, and as a framework for
expanded political rights for individual citizens. In the modernizing utopia, the
basic unit of society is however the rational individual, unfettered by other
commitments than those which stem from his or her own conscience. In the long
run, the theorists of modernization maintain, national boundaries (cultural as well
as political) restrict free communication between regions and population groups,
obstructing the ‘rational’ division of labor in the world. Therefore, ultimately they
must be abolished—if they will not wither away by themselves in the ‘irreversible
process of modernization’.*®

Whatever we see as the final goal of nationality, or indeed if it has any ultimate
goal at all, it is clear that the interplay of sameness and difference tends to blur the
internal distinctions of the national group, at the same time that it exaggerates the
dissimilarities between nations. In this, it both legitimizes internal social structures
and inequalities, and emphasizes the sacred right of the collectivity to self-
determination. To use Iceland as an example, the struggle for national liberty was
employed to preserve a system of personal coercion; in other words, in the name
of national freedom, one class of citizens attempted to deny other classes (cottars
and day-laborers in particular) the right to legal existence. Thus, the construction
of an Icelandic nation was much more than either a reaction to ‘foreign’
domination, or a creation of a framework for democratic politics, although these
goals were certainly among the main motivating principles behind the nationalist
movement.

We should not, though, look at Icelandic nationalism, any more than social
ideology in general, as a delusion devised by the upper classes, either in the form
of ‘landowners’ or ‘large farmers’, to maintain social prominence. Nationalism
sought its strength in the fact that it adapted well to the political conditions in the
country, and this was the main reason for its prevalence in the political discourse
in Iceland. What gave the nation its coherence and what made it possible for
different social groups, that often had conflicting economic interests, to profess a
collective identity was not only the language and history they shared, but also the
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logic of social practices which they had in common. This logic was contained in
what Pierre Bourdieu calls habitus, or, as he defines it, the ‘systems of durable and
transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as
structuring structures, that is, as generative principles and as organizers of practices
and representations . . . "*® What he means by this is that practices that form the
objective reality are not a series of random accidents, but are decided by
unconscious rules and mental structures that determine the actors’ perceptions,
appreciations, and actions. Thus, the habitus defines what people find ‘normal’, or
the limits of the possible, making people’s deference, tastes, and choices look as if
they are natural, instinctive, and free from constraint. Furthermore, the social order
is as much part of the cultural practices of those who are dominated as those who
dominate; that is, it is part of the habitus of both groups. Through direct inculcation,
a ‘symbolic violence’, to use Bourdieu’s own terminology, or a passive
internalization of the dominating values of society, the social rules become part of
each person’s perception and self-appreciation which, in the end, make the great
majority of people of the dominated classes submit to the domination.

For Bourdieu, the habitus is never a static construct, but always as much the
child of historical practices as the generator of social behavior; thus, the ‘objective
structures are themselves products of historical practices and are constantly
reproduced and transformed by historical practices whose productive principle is
itself the product of the structures which it consequently tends to reproduce’, to
quote Bourdieu’s words directly.® Behind the opaque language of the social
theorist is the realization that social action is shaped in an endless dialectic, both
between past and present, and between habitus and objective reality. Moreover, as
social structures are not only produced, but have to be reproduced, they change
constantly through the inevitable passage of time. For this reason, it is imperative
for all dominating groups or principles of domination to retain firm control over the
system of social reproduction; in a sense, to guide historical development through
the way in which we read history. In France, to take one example, the political
feuds during the late nineteenth century between Left and Right, between the
secular Republic and the Catholic Monarchy, focused on the school system,
because both sides understood perfectly that the system of socialization is the key
to future dominance. Through the malleable and open minds of the young, State
and Church wanted to shape the future of French society, inculcating obedience
either to the Republic or to God.

In Iceland, we can discern similar tendencies in the political discourse, although
there the almost total lack of political contention made it a monologue rather than
a dialogue. Up to the nineteenth century the Icelandic social system had been a
relatively self-contained unit, isolated both by its geographic distance from the
European continent, and by its well defined borders. Moreover, its connections with
the external world were tightly controlied and consciously separated from its
internal affairs.* The administration, in spite of the fact that it represented the
Danish crown, was fairly independent of the central government, in part because of
how remote the periphery was from the center, but also because the barren island
hardly gave much opportunity to enrich the coffers of the government in
Copenhagen. Thus, to a large degree Icelandic social legislation and customs
developed independently and without an active involvement on the part of the
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government, although laws needed a royal endorsement in order to be valid in
courts.

In nineteenth century, this situation was challenged from various directions.
Progress in transportation facilities helped to tie the country ever more closely to
international trading networks, enhancing its opportunities for exports as well as
imports. The increasing capacity of the state, in conjunction with novel ideologies
in government, also threatened the established channels between the periphery and
the state center. While this directly undermined the structure of authority in Iceland,
it also opened up the possibility of further involvement by ‘foreign’ institutions in
the periphery. Finally, the dissolution of social corporatism in Europe, and a
concurrent rise in the belief in individual freedom, contradicted many of the basic
axioms of the Icelandic ancien régime.

There was, however, no dramatic growth in direct state interference in Icelandic
internal affairs during this period. Most of the energy in the legislative and
administrative fields was spent in the search for the future place of the periphery
in the Danish monarchy, while the government spent little effort to modernize
either the Icelandic social processes or the economic base. The tension between
state and local communities in Iceland was growing, however, with different
opinions on individual liberty and regulated social control as the main sources of
discord. In these debates the government generally emphasized the economic and
social rights of the individual while the Icelandic parliament sought to support and
strengthen the legal basis of the system of social reproduction—which in practice
meant to enforce the life-cycle of a crumbling peasant economy. In the absence of
the usual ‘positive’ checks of famines or pestilence—to use the terminology of
Thomas Malthus—Iceland underwent a continuous, and sometimes rapid,
demographic growth throughout most of the century, passing the 50,000 mark in
the mid 1820s for the first time since the beginning of the eighteenth century. This
put ever more strain on the peasant economy, as scarce resources in agriculture
made it difficult to stem the migration toward the sea and the concurrent growth in
the fisheries.* For the rigid social system to survive, population growth had to be
slowed down, or at least the government had to actively enforce the rules of social
order.

This was exactly what the state declined to do. In the name of individual rights
or humane administration the government refused to sanction marriage laws that
would have required prospective couples to have land to farm in order to receive
permission to enter matrimony. Similarly, it forced Alping to move the labor
legislation in a more liberal direction, thus expressing doubts about the rationality
and legality of the traditional life-cycle system. Thus, if the social order was to
remain intact, with the ‘peasant class’ as the dominating force in society and
politics, then ‘Icelanders’ (viz, the political nation, or, in essence, this same peasant
class) had to achieve hegemony over the legislative processes. In this sense, the
nation was neither a route toward the Marxist ‘other side’, nor toward the universal
sameness of modernization, but rather a framework for the preservation of what
made the Icelandic nation a nation, that is, a preservation of the social structure and
processes that were distinctive for this population group.

These conditions shaped the political culture in nineteenth-century Iceland. In a
sense, what happened, as so often in political crises, was an alteration of what
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Bourdieu calls doxa, which he defines as the ‘universe of the undiscussed
(undisputed)’.*® Social norms, which before had been taken for granted, as natural
or a ‘common sense’, were suddenly questioned and challenged. Most importantly,
this development undermined the principles of social reproduction in Iceland, thus
challenging the whole structure of social classification and dominance. In response,
the peasants wanted to reaffirm their position, transforming the doxa into
orthodoxy, or to ‘say what before had gone without saying’. As a group threatened
both socially and economically by the growth of new modes of production and
reproduction, the peasants sought recourse in history, celebrating the traditions and
rituals of the past, since they could expect nothing of the future.* It was for this
reason that the prominent element of Icelandic nationalism was socially
conservative, calling for the preservation of the old Icelandic order. When it
became clear that laissez-faire attitudes of the state would ruin the Icelandic social
structures, the most obvious response was for the declining social groups to request
a full control over legislation, while they reconfirmed their own symbolic
hegemony in the country itself.

Nationalism served as a natural principle for a political mobilization that had the
conservation of the old Icelandic order as its main goal. As Iceland was a ‘peasant
society’, the interests of the peasant class were the national interests, and the
national culture was essentially a peasant culture; the countryside and the peasantry
preserved the language and mores of the Icelandic nation, while the towns and
fishermen represented foreign corruption and moral degeneration. The construction
of an Icelandic nation, based on the cultural practices of the peasantry, did not,
however, halt the dissolution of the peasant economy. Not even an ultimate victory
in the political struggle, finalized in a total independence in 1944, changed the
direction of the socio-economic development in the country. Thus, for the last
century or so, the country has passed through a modernization process, which is in
most respects analogous to the experiences of other countries in the West.
Gradually, agriculture has lost its economic prominence, with industrialized
fisheries taking its place as the primary source of wealth in the country. The
countryside and peasantry still hold a central position in the Icelandic self-
perception, but the peasant ideology has lost its hold over the process of social
reproduction. The main reason for this development lies in the fact that the social
orthodoxy never replaced the doxa; in other words, explicit legislation could not
preserve social distinctions and practices that had lost their legitimacy in the
unwritten rules of common sense.

On the surface, the Icelandic experience lends support to the Marxist as well as
the liberal teleology, both of which would claim the modemization in Iceland to be
one step forward toward a world absolved of the predicaments of formal
distinctions in classes and nations. Thus it may seem as if political discourse took
place in a void, that it was unconnected with economic development in Iceland—
or, at best, that it was a belated replay of the relentless modernization of the
infrastructure. In my opinion, the political history of nineteenth-century Iceland
should rather be seen as an example of the interaction between politics and
economy, between ideology and structures of production. The astonishing tenacity
of the Icelandic peasant economy rested on its ideological hegemony, or on the
systematic effort to make it appear as the natural economic structure in Iceland.
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According to its self-image, which was cultivated through its cultural practices,
Iceland was a peasant society, and could not be otherwise. Independent fisheries
were discouraged, as they counteracted this image, although fish was acknowledged
to be one of the main resources of the Icelandic economy. The myths that
legitimized the economic system, exonerating it from its shortcomings by blaming
them on ecological conditions or foreign merchants, have even survived in the
historical consciousness in Iceland up to this day. Thus, Icelandic historiography
has explained the demographic stagnation of eighteenth century with reference to
some built-in Malthusian ceiling, set by nature, and an irrational trading system,
forgetting that this was a direct result of a social system that did not allow for full
exploitation of its economic resources. But just as the peasant economy needed the
image for its hegemony, the image had to represent society convincingly in order
to convince. Iceland was indeed a peasant society, with little economic activity
outside the sphere of agriculture, thus endowing the social taxonomy with an
empirical basis. In nineteenth century, however, the divergence between
representation and reality became ever more conspicuous, as ‘urbanization’, if that
word can be used for the growth of squalid fishing villages by the Icelandic coast,
slowly wrecked the image of a uniform peasant society. As the promised land of
peasanthood became an impossible dream for a growing number of Icelanders, the
rules of the old order turned into oppression and were simply not heeded.

As strange as it may seem, Icelandic political nationalism came into being at a
time when the Icelandic nation was becoming more and more arbitrary as a social
category. Thus, as the peasant economy lost its hegemony, so did the (imagined or
real) internal sameness of the Icelandic society disappear. Similarly, at this time
development in communication networks pierced the boundaries that had preserved
the Icelandic distinctiveness, decreasing the differences between Iceland and the
rest of the world. Icelandic reality was, therefore, under increasing influence from
what took place beyond its borders, both in material and intellectual matters. But,
as the concept of the Icelandic nation has lost some of its objective content, it has
only grown stronger as a source of a political distinction. In a sense, it has become
the new doxa; we do not have an opinion on whether we are Icelandic or not: we
are so (or not so) by the nature of things, and by our own nature.

CONCLUSIONS: POLITICAL HISTORY OR
HISTORICAL POLITICS?

The rise of social history to a dominant position in historical discourse relegated
the history of politics into a secondary position in the academic field. As historians
began to look at long-term developments, they had little patience for the narrative
practices that had dominated the political history in the past. In the incessant flow
of the historical process, the minor events of the histoire événementielle seemed to
be without much consequence. In order to study history, it is, however, impossible
to ignore politics, at least as long as we include all struggle for power in that
concept. Thus, there has been an inevitable renaissance in political history in recent
years, while historians have abandoned the longue durée for time spans that are not
as difficult to fathom.
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But whatever the future role of politics will be for the historical profession, it
is imperative to understand that a renaissance should never be a resurrection. The
critique of the narrative political history, at least as this history was conducted in
the past, has certainly been legitimate and the ‘new’ political history has to learn
from the mistakes of the ‘old’. First, a ‘good’ history will never be again an
accumulation of relevant, or not so relevant facts, but rather an analysis of social
processes and practices. Thus political history will have to go beyond the field of
politics proper, putting political debates and events into their social and economic
context. Second, political history has to view itself as separate from the field it
studies; that is, it has to become truly political history rather than historical politics.
The role of history is not to legitimate social distinctions, but to make explicit the
way in which they are structured and how they function.

The study of emerging democracy and national identity in Iceland is no
exception to that rule. History played a large role in defining the Icelandic nation
and in determining its rights and boundaries. Legitimation of political rights and
paradigms for good government were sought in the past, placing Icelandic
historians at the center of the political field. History in this sense was, more or less,
to play the tune of politics; to confirm the certainties of the nation-building, but
never to express doubts about the process as such. Now, as the nation-building
process is reaching a new phase, it is essential to re-evaluate the way in which we
construct the world, or the way in which the world constructs us. But if this is to
be, Icelandic political history has to cease to play the game of historical politics.
Or, to paraphrase the French historian Francois Furet, la lutte pour I’ indépendence
islandaise est terminée—the struggle for Icelandic independence is over.

Gudmundur Haifdanarson
University of Iceland
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