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Abstract

Some myths of Icelandic society are examined and empirically
tested in this thesis. The myths are variants of two basic themes:
firstly, the idea that the Icelandic social structure is funda-
mentally unique, and, secondly, the belief that the contemporary
society 1s exceptionally egalitarian in many respects. The
uniqueness theme is reflected upon by maintaining an international
comparative perspective throughout the presentation, and by
examining the characteristics and degres of modernization in
Icelandic society. In relation to the equality theme, some
important aspects of socio-economic advantages are examined.
Opportunities of individuals and class formation are also assessed,
and then the analysis moves to the level of organizations and
labour market relations, i.e., to unionism, conflict, and inflation.

The findings seriously question or discard the themes which
are considered. Thus, we show that Iceland has modernized to a
very high level, sharing most of the basic social structural
features which have been found to produce a "family resemblance'
amongst advanced societies. Iceland is also found to have an
inequality structure with familiar characteristics. The degree of
income inequality seems to be on level with the Scandinavian
socileties, but when other related advantages are also corsidered,
such as welfare and security aspects, the net outcome is that
inequality appears to be greater in Iceland. Upward mobility has
been extensive, mainly due to changes in the occupational structure,
but the patterns are fairly typical.

The structure of the industrial relations system has signifi-
cant affinities with comparable Scandinavian systems, but the
level of industrial conflict has been extensive in Iceland.
Inflation has similarly prevailed at a very high level for a long
period. By relating inflation to distributional conflicts and
the inequality structure, we offer a novel interpretation of this
outstanding characteristic.

Lastly, the relatively pocr showing in the welfare league and
the intense distributional conflicts are explained oy relating Them
to the distribution of political power in the society. Unlire the
Scandinavian societies, Iceland has not been dorminated by a larze
social-democratic party. The conservative Independence Farty is the
largest political party in the country and it has been the dorminant
force in governmments for most of the post-war periocd.



PREFACE

~

This thesis has two fundamental aims which are closely connected,
the first theoretical and the second empirical. Theoretically, the
thesis attempts to follow through some new interpretations of Weberian
stratification theory, especially as regards the interrelationship
between distributional and organizational-relatiocnal aspects of the
stratification system. This is reflected in the somewhat unusual
composition of the subject matter, ranging from distributional
inequalities to unionism and labour market relations. Thereby it is
hoped to give a more comprehensive account of social stratification
and its relevance in the contemporary socilety than has been common
in such studies.

As regards the empirical aspect, the aim is to examine the
validity of some taken-for-granted beliefs, or myths, of Icelandic
society. These basically concern issues of social development and
inequality, which are intimately connected. Dealing with Icelandic
society has produced specific problems, mainly because the social
structure has not been much studied. We have therefore had to carry
out considerable basic data collection and analyses which normally
are available in secondary studies in other societies. One
consequence of this is that the reader is, at times, burdened with
many references and details, no doubt reminiscent of "the creeping
disease of bibliographical hypertrophy.'" We have also stretched
the thesis very close to the maximum allowed length for the same

reason and in order to give a clear comparative picture of the



aspects of Icelandic society which we cover.

In respect to formalities, we must admit to having broken one
rule of Icelandic grammar. This concerns the spelling of book and
article titles. Only the first word of a title should be spelled
with a capital letter in Icelandic, besides specific names. We have,
however, followed the English convention in the interest of
standardization.

Special thanks are due to my supervisors, John H. Goldthorpe
of Nuffield College, and John Ridge of the Department of Social and
Administrative Studies, for continued guidance and encouragement.
Thanks also go to Clive Payne, of the Computing and Research
Support Unit of the Faculty of Social Studies, for help with
computing problems. In Iceland, §iafur R. Grimsson, Svanur
Kristjdnsson, Olafur b. Hardarson, and PSrdlfur PSrlindsson read
parts or the whole of the thesis and provided valuable criticisms.
Anne Cotterill typed the last version of the manuscript, and Lilja

KarlsdSttir drew the diagrams, both with admirable skill and patience.
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I. THEMES AND HYPOTHESES
I.1. Myths of Icelandic Society

This is a study of the social structure in Iceland, with a specific
focus on the structure of inequality. Social inequality is such a vast
topic that no one study can hope to cover it quite comprehensively.

We have therefore had to deal with the topic very selectively, yet not
altogether arbitrarily.

To guide our journey through the empirical material on the Icelandic
social structure, we have selected some themes and hypotheses which
have been prominent in previous studies of Icelandic society, as well
as in the lay public’s conceptions of the contemporary society. At the
risk of being foolhardy. and in the hope of being stimulating, we shall
refer to these themes as "myths." This is additionally justified, we
believe, since many of these themes have acquired the status of unques-
tioned, taken-for-granted beliefs. In some cases, they even function
as legitimating ideologies in relation to contemporary socio-political
issues. Our thecretical and methodological approach, which is outlined
below, will also influence the selection of empirical and thematic issues.

We shall begin by outlining broadly the major myths which will
provide us with testable hypotheses before turning to the account of
our theoretical approach. Following that, we locate the myths in some
previous studies and analyze them on the basis of our approach.

1. The first, and most general, issue to consider is what we refer

to as the myth of uniqueness. This is the belief that Icelandic society

is of a fundamentally different kind, in a structural sense, from most



neighbouring or advanced societies. All societies are, of course,

unique to some extent. Yet societies at broadly comparable developmental
levels are typically found to share generally similar social structural
features. We shall not specifically want to reject the idea that the
Icelandic society is unique, but rather to question the balance of
interpretation with respect to this issue, that is, to ask whether the
uniqueness of Iceland has been exaggerated at the cost of producing a
distorted picture of its social structure. This we shall attempt by
maintaining an international comparative perspective in our analysis,

as far as possible.

2. The myth of traditionalism. Here the issue centers on general

questions concerning the extent, rapidity, and characteristics of
modernization in Iceland, as well as questions concerning the nature
of the contemporary social structure. These first two myths which we
have now characterized are really generic to all other myths, or sub-
themes and hypotheses, which will feature in our work. As such, they
are of a very general character and relevance, and we wish to emphasize
that we do not pretend to cover them fully or comprehensively in this
thesis. That would be impossible in any case. Our empirical analysis
is selective and can only offer partial tests and reflections on such
broad £hemes, but at the same time the focus of the research is on
issues which are of fundamental importance for the shaping of social
structure. We believe that it is therefore justifiable to derive
relevance for those general themes, as well as more specific ones. The
theme of traditionalism, which will appear in various versions, will
thus concern the question of what kind of a society contemporary

Iceland is.

3. The myth of equality. There are two basic aspects of this




theme. TFirstly., the assumption that in terms of actual distributional
advantages and power the society is, and has been, particularly
egalitarian. Secondly, there is the belief that most members of the
society do themselves ratify the former assumption with their alleged
adherence to an egalitarian belief, i.e., that most people actually
believe the society to be highly, if not uniquely, egalitarian. We

will later clarify the issues involved, and with our theoretical dis-
cussion we provide an alternmative understanding of the relationship
between subjective (or perceived) and objective (material) aspects of
the inequality structure. This particularly concerns the possibility
that a structure of inequality could obtain in the society, that

people are largely aware of it, and yet everyday interactions could be
rather egalitarian and non-deferential because of a weak form of status
stratification in the society. What we shall basically be concerned to
do is to examine and characterize the fundamental structure of inequality,
as well as its consequences in the contemporary society. Thus, we shall
be able to test the validity and usefulness of our approach to social
stratification, as well as to delineate one of the most important aspects
of the social structure.

4. The myth of classlessness. Obviously related to the previous

theme, this one concerns structural characteristics of the society.

The class structure is generally found to be a primary, or generic,
aspect of social formation in modern societies, shaping institutions
and organizations, and the experiences, opportunities, and attitudes of
individuals. We shall obviously want to examine distributional and
relational issues of inequality with an eye to the relevance of inter-—

pretations in terms of the class principle, both as regards material



aspects, like incames and work-related inequalities, and mobility of
individuals within the occupational class structure. Within the frame
of distributional issues, we shall examine the pattern of inequality of
advantages in a general sense, especially income inequality, and the
relationship between occupations and income and other advantages.
Within the frame of relational issues we shall have something to say
about the inequality of power, especially by examiring the relevance

of the class principle for organizations in the labour market and
collective actions.

5. The myth of openness. Again, closely related tc the myth of

equality is the assumption that the Icelandic society iz, and has been,
particularly--if not uniquely--open for all individuals to prosper
according to interest and ability irrespective of social class origins.
This will have to be related to the question of class structuration,
occupational developments, and the implications for belief in equality
of opportunity, or meritocratic ideology.

6. The myth of individualism. We will argue below that the pre-

modern social structure in Iceland is likely to have been quite conducive
to individualistic, self-help, or entrepreneurial orientations. Actual
or perceived opportunities for social mobility of individuais from

"rags to riches" are also generally reckoned to facilitate and increase
individualism and equally inhibit solidaristic collectivism. Individuals
are believed to concentrate on personal advancement in such conditions
rather than group together in collectivist organizations to further
their interests. What we shall primarily be interested in is to ask
whether individualism has been so strong in Iceland as tc inhibit such
collectivist developments, whether they be based on class or other

interest-related organizing principles.



7. The myth of consensus and conservatism. These are very general

and unspecific themes, and we shall offer reflections on them mainly by
way of implications from our empirical and theoretical findings. The
consensus theme derives mainly from assumptions about homogeneity with-
in the culture and the society, both demographically and attitudinally.
Consensus, cooperation, and agreements are thus believed to characterize
relations between various sections of society, and conflict is equally
accorded a minor role in shaping contemporary social structure and
developmental trends. We shall want to examine the balance in inter—
pretations in relation to these issues. Insofar as consensus is
believed to characterize macro-level social relations., a conservatism
and stability is implied as a predominant feature of social developments,
inter-group relations, and also possibly in individuals’ attitudes.

This would be the logical correlate of harmonious relations, and one
would expect that class conflict could not figure highly in the society
if such assumptions were truly applicable. We shall particularly examine
class-based distributional conflict and assess the relevance of con-
sensual and conservative interpretations of such relations in
contemporary Iceland.

All of these myths, or themes, are closely related, and they form
therefore a fairly consistent theoretical interest. While we have
presented these myths in a rather general form, they obviously imply
more specific sub-themes and hypotheses, and much of our research will

v

focus on such narrow issues and problems.



I1.2. The Theoretical Approach

I.2.1. The Basic Theoretical and Methodological Framework

The first thing that we wish to stress here is that this 1is
primarily an empirical work. That in itself does not require much
justification, but it should be emphasized at the same time that it is
not an "empiricist" work in the sense of being non-theoretical. The
aim is to integrate theory and research throughout, and specifically
to let theoretical interest guide in the selection and testing of
empirical issuesl. Thereby it is hoped to avoid both fruitless
abstract assertions as well as "mindless empiricism."

Secondly, our orientation is distinctly towards objective aspects
of ineguality., rather than towards subjective perceptions, attitudes,
and experience of the structure of inequality. This is a reasoned
stance, based primarily on methodological considerations. The study of
Icelandic society is still in its early stages, and relatively little
is therefore known about the various features of the social structure.
In such conditions, we believe that it will be more fruitful for the
growth of reliable knowledge to concentrate research into objective
structures as far as possible since the relevant indicators are usually
more reliable, and more easily interpreted, than subjective indicators.
It could, of course, be claimed that objective and subjective aspects
of social structure, or micro and macro levels, should grow hand in

hand, and this is indeed what often happens. Either studies are

1This is in line with R. Merton’s plea for middle-range theories;
see his Social Theory and Social Structure (New York, Free Press, 1949),
pp. 42-51. Also C. W. Mills, The Sociological Imagination (Harmonisiorth,
Penguin, 1970).




designed so as to deal with both dimensions, or knowledge within one
dimension has marked theoretical implications for the other dimension.
Even though the empirical part of the present work is principally
aimed at more objective characteristics, we shall therefore, by way of
derivations and theoretical implications, have something to say about
subjective correlates as welll.
To be more specific about the focus of the present research, one

may characterize it as dealing primarily with economic and work-related

inequalities, social conditions, and opportunities. In the history of

the social sciences, an exceedingly varied selection of topics has

been dealt with under the general rubric of "social stratification
research," ranging from Marxist studies of class struggle to function-
alist studies of prestige distributions and social-psychological studies
of cognition. Given the wide range, it is understandable that it is
often difficult to see the common thread in these studies, especially
since their theoretical relevance is frequently unclear.

We shall refrain from giving the customary account of Marx’s and
Weber’s contributions to studies of inequality. Instead, we will give
a brief account of our basic theoretical framework and draw attention
to some specific issues which will play a fundamental role in our
analysis. In the latter part of this chapter, our theoretical approach
is developed further, specifically in relation to issues which are of

interest in the Icelandic context.

1This theoretical stance is based on P. Berger and T. Luckmann’s
conception of the relationship between objective and subjective aspects
of society. as developed in The Social Construction of Reality
(Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1972).




Following André Béteille, it is useful to separate two aspects

of problems of social inequality, the distributional and the relationall.

The first refers to ways in which factors like income, wealth, occupa-
tion, education, prestige, and other factors, which may be termed
"scarce resources," are distributed amongst individuals in a population.
The second refers to how groups, or collectivities, which are differ-
entiated by these, or other, criteria relate to each other as historical
agencies, maintaining or changing social structures.

J. H. Goldthorpe has characterized these aspects further by
defining social stratification research as the study of inequalities
of power and advantage, which arise out of institutional arrangements,
especially those of economy and polityz. He works with a Weberian
notion of power, i.e., understood as the capacity to mobilize resources,
human or non-human, in order to bring about a desired state of affairs.
Advantage, on the other hand, is understood as the possession of, or
control over, valued and scarce resources. Advantage corresponds,
therefore, to the distributional aspect of stratification, whereas
power corresponds to the relational aspect, i.e., it is exercised in
relationships within historical social structures. Power does there-
fore not reside as an attribute of individuals, to the same cxtent as

can be the case with advantage.

1A. Béteille (ed.), Social Ineguality (Harmondsworth, Penguin,
1969), pp. 9-14, and G. Ingham, "Social Stratification: Individual
Attributes and Social Relationships," Sociology, IV (1370), no. 1.

2See, for example, J. H. Goldthorpe and P. Bevan, "The Study of
Social Stratification in Great Britain 1946-1976," S.S.I., 16 (1977).



Power and advantage are, however, clearly interrelated. Power
can be used to obtain advantage, for example, through the holding of
authority positions, ownership of capital, or through the means of
organization amongst non-privileged groups in society. Advantages
alternatively do often constitute resources that are used in the
exercise of power.

The distinction is thus analytical, and it has important theoretical
implications. Since advantages often constitute power resources, it
is evident that different forms of advantages are convertible, and
one would therefore expect stratification systems to have a tendency
for consistency in the distributions of the various advantages. Those
who are advantaged on one highly valued dimension of the reward
hierarchy are likely to be so, or to have better than equal opportunity
to be so, in respect to other important dimensions. Note, for example,
the privileged opportunities of wealthy individuals, holders of top
authority positions, or highly esteemed individuals to acquire other
forms of advantage or privileges. In other words, it is to _= expected
that there should be a consistency in the structure of inequality, and
that what used to be referred to as '"status inconsistency'" would, in
general, be exceptional or temporary phenomenal.

A conception of the stratification system as an inherently frag-
mented order of separate, independent dimensions is therefore rejected

in this approach, even though the need to separate analytically

1See W. G. Runciman, Relative Deprivation and Social Justice
(London, R.K.P., 1866), and a critique of this stance in, for example,
F. Parkin, Class Inequality and Political Order (St. Albans, Paladin,
1972), ch. 1.
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fundamental aspects of the inequality structure, like class and status,
is emphasized, as will be further exemplified below.

A further implication of this approach is that since power is
seen as integral to the structure of inequality, the privileged are
likely to exercise it in order to maintain or further their privileges.
One would therefore expect inequality structures to have a tendency to
persist over time, rather than to be in continuous flux.

One of the most important implications is, however, that the
study of distributional and relational aspects of inequality should go
together. This has not been the norm in such studies. The function-
alist, or liberal, tradition in sociology has characteristically
concentrated its research on distributional aspects, taking the
individual as the unit of analysis and aiming to plot his position
"as a vector in three dimensional space”l. Aggregations of such plots
typically produce what S. Ossowski would call "a synthetic gradation"Q,
i.e., a continuous scale of individuals’ attributes. Such scales
have then produced the difficult problem of identifying class boundaries
because the reward hierarchy, thus conceived, typically lacks sharp
cut-off points or steps. It is understandable that it has frequently
been difficult to recognize the resulting statistical aggregates as
structurally located, real-life collectivities, and hence groups or

classes have often largely disappeared from view in this approach.

1w. G. Runciman, "Class, Status and Power," in J. Jackson (ed.),
Social Stratification (Cambridge, C.U.P., 1968), p. 26. For a guide
to the American material, see M. M. Gordon, Social Class in American
Sociology (New York, McGraw-Hill, 1963).

28. Ossowski, Class Structure in the Social Consciousness
(London, R.K.P., 1963), chs. 3 and 10.
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The systematic nature of inequality is thereby obscured, and concern
with relating inequality amongst men to social, political, or economic
structures is defined out of relevance. Consequences of the structure
of inequality for social-historical action and change is equally
ignored. The academic products from this "multidimensional tradition"
frequently take the form of rather strange catalogues of the various
fragmented patches of inequality patterns, without much implication
for the structure and development of societyi.

The opposite emphasis has, on the other hand, been predominant
in European and Marxist oriented sociology. Here the study of class
and inequality has been integral to the study of capitalism and
societal development. Social collectivities, rather than individuals,
have been the effective units of analysis. Attributes of individuals
have not been the primary criteria for group demarcation, but rather
structural location in the system of production, authority hierarchies,
communities, or organizations. The causes and consequences of struc-
tural inequality have thus been major concerns. These studies have
therefore often had more wide-ranging theoretical implications than
those of the functionalist creed, dealing amongst other things with
class divisions, conflict and power, consciousness and attitudes,
organizations and movements. The most significant drawback of these
traditions has been their aversion to empirical data, often resulting

in very abstract theoretical formulations without much relevance for

1For a recent work which well represents this approach, see R. A.
Rothman, Inequality and Stratification in the United States
(Englewood Cliffs, Prentice-Hall, 1978).
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concrete social and political reality, not to mention the danger of
simply false characterizationsl.

To reiterate, the present approach seeks to combine the virtues
of these two main opposing traditions. Accordingly, we shall deal
with the empirical aspect of distributional inequalities and relate
these to issues of class structure, class formation, and action,
hopefully with an eye for theoretical implications regarding the
shaping of social structures. Towards that end, we shall take guidance
from both the Weberian and Marxian classical traditions, especially as
exemplified in the contemporary works of David Lockwood, Frank Parkin,

Anthony Giddens, John Westergaard, and John H. Goldthorpe.

I.2.2. Dimensions of Inequality?

Before continuing with the outline of the present approach, it
may be noted that the liberal-functionalist tradition has typically
proclaimed itself to be a fundamentally Weberian approach to inequality,
specifically as regards the separation of the various, supposedly
independent, dimensions of inequality. As outlined above, this multi-
dimensional approach has resulted in a remarkably un-Weberian treatment
and understanding of the structure of inequality, namely. the isolation
of the phenomenon from concerns with social structures, power relation-
ships, and historical development.

This unexpected outcome may have something to do with a fundamental

misrepresentation of Weber’s starce, as Parkin, Giddens, and Goldthorpe

1For examples of such abstract Marxis+t contributions, see, for
example, N. Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes (lencon, liew
Left Books, 1973), and R. Crompton and J. Gubbay, Econory and Class
Structure (London, Macmillan, 1977).
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have reiteratedl. It has been very common to identify the three main

dimensions of social stratification as those of class, status, and

werz. It may thus, at first glance, seem unfair to accuse the

writers of this tradition of ignoring power relations, as was implied
above. But what this three-fold categorization has done to Weber’s
approach is to reduce the notion of power sclely to that of formal
power within the confines of the political institutions, and to ignore
economic and symbolic bases of power. But the power concept involves
more than behaviouristic aspects of decision-making as, for example,
Bachrach and Baratz, and S. Lukes have clearly shown3. Power resides
in social and economic structures, as well as in formal authority
structures, and the former often condition the latter decisively.

Besides these qualifications, the most important one comes from
Weber’s own writings. Weber’s third dimension was party. not power,
and, in fact, he specifically stated that "’classes’, ’status groups’,
and ’parties’ are phenomena of the distribution of power within a
community"”.

Power considerations are therefore integral to all the dimensions

in Weber’s formulation, and this is, of course, the line that we are

'r. Parkin, Class Inequality, ch. 1; A. Giddens, The Cliass Structure
of the Advanced Societies (London, Hutchinson, 1973), pp. 41-45; and
Goldthorpe and Bevan (1977), op. cit.

2See R. Bendix and S. M. Lipset (eds.), Class, Status, Power
(New York, Free Press, 1966).

3p. Bachrach and M. S. Baratz, "The Two Faces of Power," A.F.S.R.,
56 (1966), pp. 947-952, and S. Lukes, Power: A Radical View (London,
Macmillan, 1974).

“4. H. Gerth and C. W. Mills (eds.), From Max Weber (London, R.K.P.,
1945), p. 181.
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following here. Advantages of economic-material kind (class),
symbolic-subjective kind (status), and organizational kind (party)

can all be properly considered as potential or actual resources for
the exercise of power. Organizational advantage is, of course, the
most important power resource for the non-privileged groups in society
who join together in mass social movements, Or parties, in order to
further their interests. It is much easier for privileged individuals

to act and further their interests and advantages as individuals since

they have independent and effective means of obtaining their goals
without the strength of associations, even though they have, of course,
also made use of the power of organization in interest groupings.

In a general sense, we shall be following the contemporary
orthodoxy of considering position in the division of labour as being
the crucial determinant of class situation. More specifically, we
take the main lead from Lockwood in recognizing both the market and the

work situations, which positions in the division of labour give rise

to, as defining the class situation of individualsi. The market
situation refers to the main Weberian ingredient, i.e., life-chances,
opportunities and access to economic rewards or resources. In
empirical terms, this covers what the individual is able to "fetch"

by placing himself on the market--income, benefits, security, career
opportunities, and so forth. A significant determinant of the "market

capacity," to use Giddens’ tenmz, besides ownership of capital, which

1D. Lockwood, The Black-Coated Worker: A Study in Class Conscious-
ness (London, Allen and Unwin, 1958), and Goldthorpe and Lockwood,
"Affluence and the British Class Structure," S.R., 11 (1963), no. 2.

%A. Giddens, The Class Structure, ch. 6.
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is probably the most important aspect, is the skill that groups of

non~-propertied individuals have to offer. The work situation, on the

other hand, is more related to the Marxian emphasis on experiences of
working conditions, socio-technical envirornment and authority struc-
tures, and their effects in shaping and sustaining consciousnessi.
The work situation refers also to aspects like size of factory, type
of productive system, and work orgﬁnization2.

This approach obviously goes beyond Marx’s dichotomous model of
classes, based only on the criteria of ownership of the means of
production. Yet we reject the often proclaimed assertion that it lends
itself to an understanding of the class structure as consisting of a
multitude of classes. Despite his sole reliance on market situation,
it may be reiterated that Weber himself identified four basic social
classes which satisfied his criteria of class formation, i.e., some
minimal fusion of economic and social characteristics. The classes
were manual workers, propertyless white-collar workers, the petty
bourgeoisie, and "those privileged through property and education"s.
There is clearly an important emphasis here on the role of ownership,
but what Weber most significantly adds to the Marxian scheme of classes

is the breakdown of the non-propertied group, mainly on the basis of

1T. Bottomore and M. Rubel, Karl Marx: Selected Writings in

Sociology and Social Philosophy (Harmondsworth, Pelican, 1963),

pp. 186-209, and K. Marx and F. Engels, "Manifesto of the Communist
Party," Selected Works I (Moscow, Foreign Languages Publishing House,
1969).

2

Goldthorpe and Lockwood (1863), op cit., pp. 9-17.

3M. Weber, Economy and Society (New York, Bedminster Press,
1968), p. 305.
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skill or education. We shall follow Giddens in regarding capital,
skill, and labour as the decisive categories of market capacities.
The problem of the number of consequential classes is usefully

approached by means of the notion of class formation (Parkin,

Goldthorpe), or class structuration (Giddens). Obviously a nurber of

criteria could be selected, but these authors lay great emphasis on
social mobility, or rather the degree of closure in the class structure
which facilitates formation of identifiable collectivities of individu-
als who share common class experiences over the lifetime or across
generationsl. Parkin also makes use of a "net advantage' approach in
drawing a fundamental dividing line between manual and non-manual
classesz. This involves considerations of more than just one type of
reward; thus, in addition to incomesone also considers other work-
related rewards like fringe benefits, job security, opportunities, etc.
Another important perspective on this issue is to consider class
action, or what classes actively do as collectivitiesu. Here the

third dimension in Weber’s work, party, is of great significance.

%A. Giddens, The Class Structure, p. 107, F. Parkin, Class

Inequality, ch. 1, and J. Westergaard and H. Resler, Class in a
Capitalist Society (Hammondsworth, Penguin, 1875), pt. 4.

2F. Parkin, Class Inequality, pp. 25-26.

3D. Wedderburn and C. Craig, "Relative Deprivation in Work," in
Wedderburn (ed.), Poverty, Inequality and Class Structure (Carbridze,
C.U.P., 1974).

uIn these conceptions, we have been greatly influenced by the
eminent historian, E. P. Tampson, who particularly emphasizes the
socio-historical and empirical nature of class. See his The Yaking
of the English Working Class (Hsrmondsworth, Penguin, 1968),
pp. 9-15.
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This involves analysis of organizations and movements based on class
interests, like the labour movement, employers’ federations, and
political parties. The degree to which such organizations are
identified with classes, and act on behalf of classes, is also of
decisive importance for class formation. The notion of "social closure,"
as used by Parkin, is also of material significance in this context.

By social closure here is meant the process by which collectivities

try to maximize rewards by restricting, or monopolizing, access to
rewards for a limited groupl. We will try to follow the above mentioned
writers in taking account of such issues in dealing with the problem

of effective lines of demarcation within the class structure in Icelznc.

1.2.3. Class and Status

As will be evident when we come to developing hypotheses for
testing, on the basis of previous research into social inequality in
Iceland, it is of fundamental importance to separate clearly the class
and the status aspects of the inequality structure.

Weber’s distinction between class and status emerged, of course,
primarily as a refinement of the crude interpretation of Marx’s dichoto-
mous class model, which emphasized the primacy of economic relationships
in forming class and power structures. Class, for Weber, referred to
market interests, objective characteristics which affect the life-
chances of men, whereas with status he wanted to grasp the subjective
aspect of the inequality structure. In Marx’s work, the subjective

aspect involved mainly the question of class consciousness which,

1. Parkin, "Strategies of Social Closure," in Parkin (ed.),
The Social Analysis of Class Structure (London, Tavistock, 1974),
pp. 1-14.
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in so far as it would mature, would be basically conditionied by the
class position. Weber’s stance was in a sense directed against such
a materialist interpretation, since he postulates that the criteria of
a status group formation are different from those of class formation.
As Giddens puts it, "class expresses relationships invclved in pro-
duction, status groups express those involved in consurmption, in the
form of specific ’styles of life’"l. Thus the awareness of status
group formation may be independent of class position, and such groups
may conceivably cut across class boundaries since they, are based on
different criteria. In this sense, status cannot be strictly treated
as a mere epiphenomenon of class. In a similar vein, it may De added
that Weber’s treatment of status and party as potential sources of
power are aimed against Marxian economic determinism which would reduce
power primarily to the class basis.

Insofar as status represents the subjective aspect of inequality,
it involves an evaluation of a man’s general standing vis-3-vis other
members of society, and it incorporates the ideas of superiority and
inferiority which the class concept need not do. As a systematic
structure of inequality, "social status rests on a collective judge-
ment or rather a consensus of opinion within a group," as T. H. Marshall
put it2. Weber himself was rather unclear about the sources of status,
and only mentioned imitation of life styles of respected groups as a

means of acquiring status, which is a very unsatisfactory explanation

%A. Giddens, The Class Structure, p. L.

2T. H. Marshall, Sociology at the Crossroads (London, Heinemann,
1963), p. 181.
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of this aspect of the stratification orderl.

Evidently the Weberian distinction between class and status has
provided much substance for the traditional multi-dimensiocnal treat-
ment of the stratification order as inconsistently structured. We have
already taken issue against that emphasis, on the basis of the concep-
tion of social stratification in terms of power and advantage. Some
clarification of our treatment of status as a separate dimension with
important theoretical implications is therefore called for.

Much of the treatment of status in the literature suffers from
conceptual confusion, which may be due to Weber’s own incomplete
account. T. H. Marshall has clarified the notion of status somewhat

by distinguishing between status as a positional attribute and status

as a personal attributeQ. The former refers to the social stratifica-

tion aspect of status, i.e., as attached to socilal positions on the
basis of collective values in society. As such it persists in so far
as the relevant cultural values persist and have a consistent structure.
Positions are on this basis ranked from high to low social honour. In
relational terms the status system involves, then, relationships of
deference, acceptance, and derogation between the ranks, whereby those
of low honour defer to the esteemed and the latter look down on, or
denigrate, the lowly.

Personal status, on the other hand, exists on a different level
and has a different relevance. This type of status may arise within

cohesive groups or local communities, typically on the basis of

1F. Parkin, Class Inequality, pp. 33-34.

27, H. Marshall (1963), op. cit., pp. 182-207.
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face-to-face interactions through which individuals may accunulate
respect from class or group peers for behaviour or personal qualities.
As such, it is of great importance in micro level interactions, but it
is not of much relevance for the national status hierarchy which 1is
grounded in the division of labour and cultural values. Status as a
micro level personal attribute, then, cannot properly be regarded as
evidence of discrepancy between economic-material aspects of inequality
and symbolic-subjective aspects, as often is, in fact, maintainedl.

In so far as status in the positional sense involves persistent
evaluations of individuals and groups, it resembles the traditional
caste hierarchy, the extreme form of stratification in which ascribed
status defined almost the whole of a person’s existence and restricted
opportunities. The individual’s status was similarly buttressed in
law and religion in feudalism, although that form cf sratifica-
tion was not as extreme in this respect. Work was allocated authorita-
tively, and social and geographical mobility was forbidden by means of
the ties of fealty and bondage2.

Weber himself applied the status concept to such traditional
societies, and so did G. S. Ghurye, writing of India in 1932.

We may conclude that, to all intents and purposes,
social status is a mere reflection of caste membership,

except perhaps for distinctions of personal social
status within a local caste groupS.

1F. Parkin, Class Inequality, pp. 35-36.

2M. Bloch, Feudal Society (London, R.K.P., 1978).
The Medieval Econcmy and Society (Harmondsworth, Pelican, 1975).

3G. S. Ghurye, Caste and Race in India (London, K.K.P., 1932),
p. 6, and L. Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus (London, Paladin, 1872).
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L. Dumont argues further that, as regards the traditional society,
status can usefully be subdivided into estate and caste categoriesl.
The division of a population on the basis of such ascriptive criteria
in effect involves identifying groups as being generically, or
qualitatively, different. As such, it involves an important element

of legitimation of inequality in society, and this was particularly

important in medieval and caste societies. Differential power and
privileges were seen as residing in, or due to, differential qualities
of people of different origins.

With the development of the market and capitalist relations of
production, the closed, traditional social order recededz. Status as
the dominant aspect of the inequality structure in traditional society
was eroded and replaced by economically based class groupings as the
primary axis of inequality in capitalist society. Capitalism required
legally free labour and talent, so the principle of status ascription
had to give way to a significant extent. On the ideological level,
the status consciousness was replaced with meritocratic ideology or
liberal utilitarianisnﬁ.

We would thus maintain that capitalist society is inherently a
class soclety as regards the structure of inequality, in contrast to

the traditional status based society of earlier developmental epochs.

L. Dumont (1972), op. cit., pp. 289-291.

2See, for exrarmple, C. B. Macphearson, The Political Theory of
Possessive Individualism (Oxford, Clarendon, 1962), pp. 47-50.

3R. Bendix, Work and Authority in Industry: Ideclogies of Manage-
ment in the Course of Industrialization (Los Angeles, University of
California Press, 1956), K. Marw and F. Engels, The German Ideclogy
(London, Lawrence and Wishart, 1970), and T. H. Marshall (1963),

op. cit.
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The gradual erosion of status has been empirically documented and
continues to be so, especially in local community studiesi. England
is often looked upon as a somewhat special case in this respect since
status aspects have survived there to an unusually large extent into
capitalism, which is probably due to the rather unusual assimilation
of the old aristocracy and the bourgeoisie at the top of the moderm

class structure made possible by the slow pace of industrialization

therez. Witness also this observation from T. H. Marshail.

At one time the preoccupation with social status as
samething distinct from, though not independent of,
position in the hierarchy of estate or class, was
regarded as peculiarly English. But today this concept
is being widely used in sociological investigations in
America, and it is in some of the Scandinavian countries,
rather than in the United States, that one will find
those who look with mild surprise on the English idea
of social status as a quaint anachronism. Professor
Geiger, who recently studied stratification in a
Danish town, held that preoccupation with hierarchy

and prestige was an "ideological vestige of estate
society, and only appropriate in a class-society in

so far as this continues to manifest estate residues"
(Floud, 1952). Tnis may be true of England, but it
cannot be true of the United States3.

We believe that this may have relevance for the Icelandic case,
and we examine that in some detail in the latter part of this chapter.
It should be added in this connection that the preoccupation with
social status amongst American sociologists is not so much a reflection
of the status-ridden nature of American society as of the rather
misguided functionalist approach to social stratification, which has

been very influential in American sociology. But America is, no doubt,

1Goldthorpe and Bevan (1977), op. cit.

%A. Giddens, Trhe Class Structure, p. 166.
3

T. H. Marshall (1963), op. cit., p. 203.



because of the absence of a feudal heritage, much closer to Scandina-
vian societies than to Britain in the sense of having a relatively
weak status hierarchy.

F. Parkin has strongly emphasized the legitimating role of status
hierarchies, as the following quote exemplifies.

If the distribution of honour failed to match the
distribution of material advantages, the system of
inequality would be stripped of its normative support.
How could sharp differences in material reward be
formally justified if it was widely held that all
occupations were of equal social value? A maior
function of the prestige order is to deny the latter
premise. It thereby serves to stabilize and
legitimize inequalities by harnessing notions cf
social Jjustice in defence of existing class
privileges. Clearly such an interpretation of the
meaning of social status is fundamentally opposed

to that which treats it as an independent dimension
of inequality arising from subjective assessments

of social worthl.

The idea of status erosion has further been used, a.ong with
other factors, to explain the increased militancy and aspirations
within contemporary working classes in the seventies2. The
significance of these theoretical ideas for the present work will

be brought out in later sections.

lF. Parkin, Class Ineguality, p. 4u.

2J. H. Goldthorpe, "The Current Inflation: Towards a Sociological
Account," in Hirsch and Goldthorpe (eds.), The Political Econary of
Inflation (London, Martin Robertson, 1978), pp. 186-21u,
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I.3. The Myths Located and Analyzed

In this section we examine some of the more significant works on
social inequality in Iceland. It must be stressed at the outset that
what follows is not a comprehensive survey of the relevant literature.
On the contrary, this will be a selective examination of previous
contributions, focusing specifically on works which have a bearing on
interesting issues of social inequality, with the air of deriving
theoretically interesting hypotheses for empirical testing. We shall
therefore try to use these contributions constructively, yet critically,
but we will not offer anything in the way of a fair critical evalu-
ation of those studies as such. Some of them deal with social
inequality only in a marginal way and could thus nct bz justly

treated, in any case, in such an undertaking as here follows.

I.3.1. Iceland as a Fundamentally Unique Society

All societies have a unique history, and Iceland is no exception
to that generalization. Given the usual richness of descriptive
historical material, it is well understandable that plentiiul his-
torical accounts should have a tendency for promoting a relativistic
understanding of historical developments. Social science, on the
other hand, is often geared towards identifying common Ieatures cf
historical phenomena and patterns of societal develcpment. It was,
for example, one of the most significant aims of the classical tra-
dition in sociology to provide a systematic understarding of the great
changes which followed in the wake of the economic and political

revolutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuriesl. Such an aim

1a. Giddens, Capitalism and Modern Social Theory (Cambridge,

C.U.P., 1971).
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is still integral to mainstream sociology. We are not postulating an
inevitable tension between relativism and determinism by opposing
history to social science, but we believe there is a difference in
emphasis in practice within the two disciplines.

In the case of Iceland, history is a well established discipline
whereas social science is still in its early days. Coupled with a
rather unique heritage of written material on the founding of the
Icelandic Republic in the tenth century through the next two centuries,
the relativistic influence has understandably been strong. In fact,
there has been quite a notable tendency in commentaries on Icelandic
society, frequently utilizing historical material, to stress the
presumably unique features of this society, as against interpretations
of a "family resemblance" with Scandinavian or other advanced societies.
This has been quite significant in the treatment of issues of
inequality specifically.

It will be of interest to put some of these "speciality claims"
to theoretical scrutiny and empirical tests. One should hestily add
that we are not postulating any sociological determinism, ncither of
materialist nor of any other kind. We are not rejecting the possible
effects of a unique history and culture, nor special structural
conditions like, for instance, small population and a specific
composition of the system of production. What we are concerned with
is the question of balance in interpretation and whether the stress on
wnique features has produced exaggerated or distorted claims regarding
the structure of inequality in Iceland.

A recent analysis which seems to exaggerate the claim of

uniqueness is an article and a book by Richard F. Tamasson on the
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theme of "Iceland as the First New Nation"l. There the author applies
the American theme of the "frontiersman farmer," from S. M. Lipset
and L. Hartz, to Iceland, which was founded by Norwegian Vikings
between 875 and 1050. Tomasson makes ample use of the available
historical material to describe the founding of the republic and to
delineate the unique social characteristics which he takes to be the
most significant. In drawing up the parallel with the American case,
he basically builds up a constellation of cultural values which he
believes have placed their respective marks on those societies through
the centuries up to, and including, the present. These similar

value patterns are believed to emerge as a result of similar experi-
ences of new nations, namely, the transmaritime migration, exportation
of a part of the origin (European) culture, and its application to

the solution of new problems of nation-building and swrvival in
foreign surroundings.

Although Tomasson recognizes that the historical situations
within which the Icelandic and the American nation-building took place
were very different, due to the great time span between these
occurrences, he does not appear to take much account of that fact in
his analysis. America was founded as a post- or non-feudal society
which soon embarked on the road to industrialization and commerciali-
zation, whereas Iceland, while non-feudal in many respects, did
certainly not undergo any such transformation until at least a

century after America. If there are to be found similar value

3

1R. F. Tomasson, "Iceland as the ’First New Nation’," S.P.S.,
10 (1975), and Iceland: The First New Society (Reykjavik,
Iceland Review, 1980).
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constellations or general cultural patterns in North America and
Iceland, which has, however, not been empirically established, this
might just as well be due to a common experience of modernizatiorn.
Though one does not want to refuse altogether the possikbility theat
some attitudes and beliefs may persist within a nation for a long
time and shape the social structure to some extent, one must be
equally sceptical of attempts to give such values a primary explana-
tory role, as Tomasson appears to do. Such a culturalist approach is
very reminiscent of that found in the functicralist sociology of
Talcott Parsons, which explains social structures and personality
equally in terms of shared cultural valuesl. Material structural
conditions and purposive political action are suspiciously absent from
such a theoretical scheme. The postulate that Iceland gave birth to
the same values in the tenth century as America did centuries later,
and that these values have remained intact to become a social force
in the nineteenth century would. on all accounts, appear to be a very
restricted understanding of historical development and of the inter-—
relationship between ideas and structural conditions in such
developments.z. But let us examine some of these basic values more
closely, because many of them reappear in various guises 1in

other writings.

1. Parsons et al., Theories of Society (New York, Free Press,
1%61), pp. 30-38.

2In addition to the works of the founding fathers of sociclecgy,
se= T. Bottamore and R. Nisbet (eds.), A History of Sociological
Analysis (London, Heinemann, 1978).
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1.3.2. Icelandic Value Patterns

Tomasson, following Arnold Toynbee, argues that respect for the

rule of law became a decisive feature of the early republic, since
traditional authority based on kinship was eroded as a result of the
overseas migrationl. This is hard to dispute in the light of the
development of the unique natiocnal parliament in the year 930 and the
absence of kingdom in the republic between 930 and 1262. But such
reliance on law must not be equated with modern, universalistic rules
of law and rational-legal authority systemsz. Further, it is not
surprising that the Vikings should have opted for parliamentary rule
instead of a kingdom sirice the emergence to power of a strong king in
Norway was one of the main reasons for the migrations to Iceland.
Another important, but structural, reason for the successful neglect
of monarchy or earlidom was the isolation of the country. which provided
protection from external threats. The need for a centralized military
did not, therefore, arise, nor the need for centralized agencies to
collect payments. Such need only arose with the emergence of the
bishoprics and the adoption of the tith law in 1096-1097°. It may
lastly be added that kinship structures continued to be effective in
the social structure, and some still regard kinship relationships as
very influential in contemporary Iceland, often at the cost of

. s . . T -
restricting more rational, meritocratic principles . We shail

1R, F. Tamasson, "Iceland as the First New Nation," p. 40.

2That is, the rule of law in Weber’s sense; see H. H. Gerth and
C. W. Mills, From Max Weber, especially chs. 3 and 8.

3P- G. Foote and D. M. Wilson, The Viking Achievement (London
Book Club Associates, 1874). pp. 61 and 132.

_ 3. R. Grimsson and b. Broddason, Islenska PloéFelaglé (Reykjav1k
U.0., 1977), and P. G. Foote and D. M. Wilson (1974), op.
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examine that issue further below.

Secondly, Tomasson mentions homogenization of culture, exempli-

fied, for example, by the absence of significant language dialectsl.
This again is a prominent emphasis in functionalist sociology in so
far as it implies value consensus in a cohesive society and plays

down conflicts of interests and ideologies. A related correlate is

. . L. 2. .
what Tamasson calls conservatism of new societies”, i.e., their

institutional and ideological conservatism. The argument is that
the "new society" tries to build up a new whole from only a part of
the old culture, which therefore is supposed to become

simpler, less rich, and less diversified. .

It has fewer capacities within itself for change
because much of the stimulus for change has been

left behind. . . . At the same time when Norway was
beginning its centuries long development into a
Christian and national state--or at least a state

under one king--Iceland reasserted the fundamental
elements of the diffuse traditional polity and

expanded them in ways unknown elsewhere3. (liy emphasis.)

One could obviously question Tomasson’s understanding of con-
servatism here, but without entering into such conceptual debates it
may be pointed out that the argument is contradictory as it stands.
Although the parliament as an institution had existed in Scandinavia,
the form which it took in Iceland and the institutional context with-
in which it functioned was novel, and historians could no doubt point
to other novel features in the éarly Icelandic social structure to
counter this claim of consensual conservatisrk in Icelandic

historical development.

%, F. Tamasson, "Iceland as the First New Nation," p. u40.

2Irid., p. ul.

3Ibid., pp. 41-u2.
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Further value constellations which Tamasson believes to have
taken shape in the early republic and survived down through the

centuries are individualism, egalitarianism, scepticism of authority.

empiricism, and Erag@gtisml. On the theme of individualism, Tomasson
argues that the typical early "new man," the Icelander, was essentially
the same social character as the later American frontier yeoman-farmer.
This is, of course, based on the supposed fact that ownership of land
was very diffused in the early republic, and independent farmers were
thus the main class of people. Such a start for a new society in no-
man’s-land did certainly work against the development of European
feudal relationships, which was of major importance for later
developments in the class structure. The yeoman-farmer, as the
typical Icelander, did not, however, survive fully until the age of
industrialization in the later nineteenth century. The ownership of
land gradually became concentrated into the hands of the church and
later of the Norwegian and Danish kings. By 1560, only about 50% of
farmland was privately owned, and in 1695 the figure stood at about
52%2. Only about 30% of these landowners lived on their own land.

It appears further that, around the year 1700, about 95% of Icelandic

1Ibicl., p. 3.

25, Karlsson shows that concentration of land ownership began
very early in the republic, with the consequential development of
tenancy farming. But landlords in Iceland never gained personal
power over their tenants, neither judicial nor otherwise, and farmers
were thus more independent than was common in feudal Europe. See G.
Karlsson, "Fra bjoéveldl til Konungsrikis," in S. Lindal (ed.), Saga
Islands (Reyk]av1k, Sogufelaglé 1975), pp. 22-28. Also B. _Teitsson,
Eignarhald og AbUS & J5rdum 1 Suéurhblngeylgrsyslu (Reykjavik,
Menningarsjoiw, 1973), p. 119, and L. Bidrnsson, Islandssage: Fra
Sidaskiptum til Sjal;stablsbarattu (Reykjavik, B.S.E., 1373).
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farmers were regular tenantsl. There was thus considerable inequality
in the ownership of the 50% of farmland which was in private hands.

In 1695, for example, 7% of owners were estimated to own about 46% of
land value, while the remaining 54% of land value was spread amongst
the other 93% of owners”. Private ownership of farmland increased
again with the large-scale sale of public land at the begimning of the
nineteenth century and also in the first decades of the present
century. By 1930, close to 60% of farms were owner—occupied3.

It would thus appear that structural conditions for "yeoman
individualism" became eroded during the Middle Ages. However, this 1is
unlikely to have been complete. Feudal relationships never matured
to the typical European level in Iceland, perhaps because of:
predominance of absentee landlordism, i.e., the church or the king
were the main landlords; the wide spread of farms over the whole
country with consequential isolztion and independence in the running
of their own affairs; and the lifetinme lease of farms. Culture may also na
played a supporting part in these developments, as the fcllowing
quote suggests.

Freedom of speech and personal liberty were inherited
from the Germanic tribal system by the greater part of
the population of the Scandinavian countries. We may
say that in the earlier part of our period this freedom
was more of a fact and less of an ideal than was the
case in the thirteenth century and later. Political
and economic change brought this about, but even so,
feudalizing forces never totally destroyed a sturdy
range of recalcitrant and conservative farmers, whose

views on the rights of men, especially when linked
with the rights of the property-owner and rate-payer,

-
-

1g. Teitsson, Eignarhald oz ‘1% & J6rdum 1 S-bingeviarsyslu, p. 1u4.
2

Ibid., p. 119.

3Ibid., p. 150.
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built some sort of bridge between the "democracy"
of the Viking Age and the "democracy" of our own.
There is no doubt that the exodus of the Norwegians
to Iceland and elsewhere in the period around

A.D. 900 signified in part a refusal to accept a
new regime which offered benefits only in exchange
for a hitherto unknown degree of subordinationi.

One is therefore tempted to agree with Tomasson that individualism
may have been, and still could be, a decisive orientation within the
Icelandic society. But the question of whether that force is stronger
in Iceland than in other societies remains open, and we shall offer
some observations on that theme in later sections, especially when
dealing with the importance and effectiveness of organization and
collective action in relation to issues of inequality, meritocracy,
and rationalism.

Now we come to the value theme which is most important for our

purposes, namely, egalitarianism. There are two basic aspects of this

theme. Firstly, the assertion that the Icelandic society has been
characterized by an unusual degree of actual equality of material
conditions, and secondly., that class conscicusness has been almost
absent and that, instead of it, there prevails a strong egalitarian
attitude. As regards the former, Tomasson offers the observation that,

Most of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century

travellers to Iceland have been impressed with

the equality of material conditions and social

relations that prevailed there?.

Another important aspect which he brings out is the notion that

the social structure was particularly undifferentiated. This concep-

tion is, no doubt, partly influenced by the yecman ideal-type, i.e.,

1P. G. Foote and D. M. Wilson, The Viking Achievement, p. 80.
2

R. F. Tamasson, "Iceland as the First New Nation," p. u6.
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the idea that the majority of the population filled the class of
independent farmers. But as the historians have emphasized, there
were marked distinctions of wealth and status within that class®.
This was underlined in the figures on ownership of farmland which we
reproduced above. The traditional class structure is typically des-
cribed as consisting of wealthy farmers and chiefs, administrators or
representatives of foreign authorities (later the administrative class
which represented the Danish crown), the clergy, independent farmers
and tenants, sub-tenants, farm workers, and paupersz. It was certainly
a graded hierarchy in material terms even though it may have been
rather short on same categories which were well represented in European
medieval societies, like the aristocracy and artisans. But it must
be emphasized that the Icelanders’ frame of reference must, for the
most part, have been their own society, rather than feudal Europe.
Those privileged European travellers who came to Iceland in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and compared the society with
their own may have been impressed with the relative absence of
European aristocratic splendour and palaces, and interpreted that as
evidence of material equality, or equal poverty. But the mass of the

population lived within a decisively unequal society. Much evidence

1p. borsteinsson, Ny Islandssaga: Pjddveldissld (Reykjavik,
Heimskringla, 1966), pp. 126-240, and P. G. Foote and D. M. Wilson,
The Viking Achievement, chs. 2-Uu.

Zg, borsteinsson, Ny Islandssaga, and B. Porsteinsson and S.
Lindal, "L&gfesting Konungsvalds," in Lindal (ed.), Saga Islands
III (Reykjavik, S8gufélagid, 1978), pp. 76-79. and J. Nordal,
"Changes in the Icelandic Social Structure Since the Eighteenth
Century, With Particular Reference to Trends in Social Mobility"
(University of London, Ph.D. thesis, 1953).
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could be added to support that assertion, but we shall mention
only a few aspects.

As a rough indicator of the extent of inequality of rewards, it
may be mentioned that, in the latter part of the nineteenth century,
the pay of farm workers ranged from a tenth to a twentieth of the
minimal official pay of higher members of the administrative class,
i.e., of doctors, higher teachers, sheriffs, and judges. Three-
quarters of the farm workers’ pay was typically supposed to be
rendered in kind, and, as many contemporary descriptions witness,
their keep was often extremely miserable’. In terms of financial
remuneration, the difference was thus probably up to 40-fold.
Throughout the nineteenth century, farm workers constituted about a
quarter of the population and 35-40% of the‘population over 15 years
of agez. This figure may include some sons of farmers. Paupers and
wanderers in need of public assistance were also a sizable part of
the population. Their number changed somewhat with the state of the
economy and natural conditions, since a large part of the small
farmers lived very close to the basic subsistence level. In bad years
many of them would simply be driven off the land by sheer necessity
of survival. In 1703 about 14% of the population were counted as
paupers or wanderers, and in 1785 they were close to 12%. From 1840

to 1861 the decennial average size was about 3%, but in 1871 it went

6. Gudmundsson (ed.), Gldin sem Leid (Reykjavik, Idumn,
1955), p. 54, and G. Jdénsson, "Vinnuhju a 19. 01d" (University
of Iceland, B.A. thesis, 1979), ch. 3.

25, Jénsson, "Vinnuhijd & 19. ©1d," pp. 6-7-
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up to about 6%1. In matters of legal and political rights, there
were also considerable distinctions between the classes until the
latter part of the nineteenth century when rights were gradually
expanded and the bondage on farm workers was lifted2.

As regards the authority structure in economy, polity, and
culture, the research which 0. R. Grimsson has undertaken suggests an
image of the formal power structure during the nineteenth century, and
for periods during the present century, as fundamentally elitist
in character3.

On the absence of class consciousness, or the alleged existence
of an egalitarian belief system, cne may firstly note that, in so far
as this is accepted, it can be taken to imply in itself that material
conditions are actually egalitarian. That ié, it is often implied
that if there were decisive inequality in the society, there would be
awareness of it, and an egalitarian belief could not be strongly
sustained. But let us examine the evidence of subjective egalitarianism

more closely.

L. Bjdrnsson, Saga Sveitarstijdrnar & Islandi (Reykjavik, A.B.,
1972), pp. 89-93 and 179-180. Also J. Gudmundsson,
"Férzmrafrarferslan 3 Islandi," in J. Bldndal (ed.), Félazsril
& Islanai (Reyk]av1k Pelagsmalaraéuneytlé 1342), p. 154, and
S. bofgarson, "Um Fatskramal Reyk]av1kur," in H. borlaksson (ed.),
Reykjavik 1 1100 Ar (Reykjavik, Stgufélagid, 1974), pp. 146-158.

%g, Thoroddsen, "Vistlaust Verkafdlk: Réttarreglur fra
Pjcéveldi Fram & Tuttugustu 014" (Unlver81ty of Iceland, Cand.Jur.
thesis, 1977), . R. Grimsson, "Iceland," in S. Rokkan and
J. Meyriat (eds ), Internaticnal Guide to Election Statistics
(Paris, Mouton, 1969), and G. Jonsson (1979), op. cit.

3%. R Grimsson, "The Icelandic Power Structure 1800-2000,"
S.P.S., 11 (1976).
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The main evidence which Tomasson brings forth is based on
observations of foreign travellers in Iceland during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, but he also mentions the lack of deference
in interactions amongst characters in the old sagas, like Njal’s Sagal.
The cammon thread in the quotes which he reproduces from the travel
accounts 1s description of near equality in social interactions--
examples of absence of snobbishness, absence of deference and deroga-
tion, little use of titles, and widespread republican sentiment.
Referring to the distinctions between class and status which we
outlined above, it is evident that what Tomasson interprets as

reflecting a low degree of class consciousness, and adherence to an

egalitarian belief, is in actual fact a relative absence of status

differentiation in interactions, i.e., little inequality of social

honour which could, however, be independent of material inequalities.
While we would warn against exaggeration in suggesting a complete
absence of a status hierarchy in nineteenth century IcelandQ, it
clearly seems that it was sufficiently eroded to swurprise the
foreign visitors.

1.3.3. Theoretical Excursion: Erosion of Status
and Persistence of Class?

There are, we believe, good socioclogical grounds for accepting
that the status hierarchy was very weak in Iceland in the nineteenth

century, and that it has continued to weaken during the present

k. F. Tomasson, "Iceland as the First New Nation," pp. 45-48.

%G. Palsson, "Lifid 1 Reykjavik," in Ritsafn (Reykjavik,
Gutenberg, 1927), pp. 341-372, and P. Bjarnason, "Pié&hzttir um
Misbik Nitjdndu Aldar," in G. Gudmundsson (ed.), Pjodlifsmyndir
(Reykjavik, I&unn, 1949), especially pp. 96-97.
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century. The main reason is probably the very immature form of
feudal relationships that prevailed in the society during the

Middle Ages, which we outlined above, i.e., originally diffused
ownership of land, typically independent and isolated cultivation of
farmland, and absentee landlordism. The feudal order in Europe was
a very important basis of the ascriptive principle, and it cemented
distinctions of rank based on family and estate origin. One would
also want to leave open the possibility that a republican non-
deferential sentiment dating from the Viking Age was kept alive in
the sagas and folk culture through the centuries, as Foote and Wilson,
as well as Tomasson, argue. This may have been a contributing
factor in resisting a crystallization of a firm status order. It
should, however, be kept in mind that the republic was not at all
without status divisions. Chiefs, law men, priests, and wealthy
farmers were indeed granted same respect, but deference and dercga-
tion were played out in a lower key than was common in traditional
European societiesl.

The struggle for independence in the nineteenth century was very
important for furthering the erosion of the status order. The highest
status group, comprising the administrative class and the educated
elite, was closely tied to the Danish colonial power. The
administrators were acting in Iceland on behalf of the Danish
authorities, and the educated had acquired their education and
culture in Copenhagen. The common public deferred to the administra-
tive class in the nineteenth century, if not out of respect for their

standing or qualities, then at least out of fear, since the breaking

1Foote and Wilson, The Viking Achievement, chs. 2-4.
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of same of the rigidly applied rules and regulations would, in many
cases, be strictly punished. A distinct hallmark of a high-status
person was the ability to speak Danish, and those who could not
master the language fully spoke Icelandic with Danish corruptions--
the more the better. Danish etiquette, names, and lifestyle were
also integral status attributes. These and other tendencies for
copying the Danish way of life were so strong that Reykjavik was
frequently described as a half-Danish town during the nineteenth century.
However, the fight for independence, which meant, amongst other
things, ridding the Icelandic culture of Danish influences, involved
a large-scale cultural revival. A very prominent feature of this
movement was the purification of the language, which was fought for
persistently and very successfully. This cﬁltural revival thus
destroyed many of the basic status symbols which had characterized
the prevailing status hierarchy. Rising entrepreneurs in the towns
and the growing native administrative class could not take on the
symbolic attributes of behaviour and character which were associated
with the old authority structure, against which they were themselves
fighting and which they believed was responsible for the bad economic
conditions of the country. At the same time, the common public lost
respect for the Danish element in Icelandic culture. Furthermore,
the independence struggle also involved a realization of citizenship
rights and enlarged political participation which no doubt under-

mined the legitimating power of the old status order. In short,

0. R. Grimsson (1969), op. cit., and S. Kristjansson,
"Conflict and Consensus in Icelandic Politics 1916-194uyu™
(University of Illinois, Ph.D. thesis, 1877).
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the struggle against Denmark brought a collusion of cultural revival,
extension of democratic political ideals, and rapid large-scale
industrialization and modernization which all undermined further the
already fragile status order.

The rapid industrialization produced a new class--the bourgeoisie--
which could not become assimilated into an already existing and
accepted status order as was, for example, characteristic of develop-
ments in Englandl. Unlike in the latter country, the class emerged
too quickly in Iceland, and the lifestyle of the old one became
politically and culturally unacceptable at the same time for a
successful interpenetration of these ruling elements to take place.

The Icelandic bourgeoisie had thus to partly reject the old aristo-
cratic-colonial lifestyle in its fight for independence and modernization.

It is therefore our contention that these developments have
resulted in a somewhat special system of social stratification in
contemporary Iceland: namely, a class structure (objective-material)
which is to a large extent devoid of a supporting status hierarchy
(subjective-symbolic). This is reflected in the absence of class-
based attributes in social interaction as well as low deference towards
higher classes which have been wrongly interpreted by some cammentators
as a belief in an actual existence of eguality in material conditions.
Differences in individuals’ caommand over resources (wealth, income,

authority, influence, education, etc.) and opportunities are generally

1A. Giddens, The Class Structure, and J. Westergaard and
H. Resler, Class in a Capitalist Society, ch. 1, who specifically
mention the speed of industrialization as important for such

a fusion of the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie in England.
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recognized, but they do not in themselves generate a significant
degree of status respect for individuals or groups, nor does family
origin or high position. Personal status, as against structural
positional status, is, of course, to be found in micro contexts of
interaction or in local groups, and so are respected celebrities.
But a structured, class-based status order is to a large extent
absent. Thus we would claim that what is generally recognized as an
emergent feature of industrial capitalist societies is, because of
these specific historical developments, particularly far advanced
in Tceland. It will be one of our major general concerns in this
thesis to examine and test evidence for this conception of contempo-
rary Icelandic society, specifically the hypothesis of the persistence
of class stratification.

Lastly, on the issues of "scepticism of authority," "empiricism,"

1"

and "pragmatism," we need not say much, as these are not as relevant
to our concerns here, except perhaps the first. That is, in so far

as it ties up with attitudes of the common public to higher classes,
it can be taken to support our argument on the low degree of deference
to superiors. But to the extent that it implies resistence to
authority in general, it may be remarked, in passing, that there is
really no need to look back to the period of early settlement in
Iceland for a culturalist explanation. The actual exercise of Danish
power and exploitation in Iceland in the late Middle Ages and up to
the late nineteenth century provides a much more congenial explanation.
This attitude is, however, likely to have changed somewhat with

political currents, as happens in the modern world. The king of

Denmark, Christian IX, who granted Icelanders their first modern
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constitution in 1874, and paid them an official visit for the
occasion, seems, for example, to have stirred the deepest sentiments
of respect in the public, if contemporary newspaper accounts are

anything to go byl.

I.3.4. A Myth of Equality in a Semi-Traditional Society?

Ideas like the ones which we have examined so far do not only
flourish in analyses of historical material. Many of them, or
derivatives from them, recur in studies of modern Icelandic society.
We shall therefore continue with an examination of a few such studies
from which suggestive hypotheses can be derived.

In 1975 Broddason and Webb published an article, entitled
"On the Myth of Equality in Iceland"z, which has been very influential
in shaping orientations and approaches to the study of Icelandic
society. The starting point of their article is the assertion that,
"There are probably few nations in the world where the belief in the
equality of individuals, and the equality of opportunity, are as
strongly held as in Iceland"3.

Their main task is then to show this myth to be untrue and to
loock for explanations for the lack of consciousness of inequality in
the society. The actual empirical test of the myth is provided with
accounts of inequality in recruitment to elite occupations (doctors,

lawyers, and priests), achievement in higher education as reflected

16, Gusmndsson, Oldin sem Leid, pp. 108-124 and 155-157.

2b. Broddason and K. Webb, "On the Myth of Equality in
Iceland," A.S., 18 (1875), no. 1.

3Ibid., p. 1.
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in the social origins of grammar school pupils in Reykjavik, and the
effect of geographical origin on opportunities.

In general terms, they find their answers to the question of
low consciousness in the assumption that there is not all that much
inequality to begin with.

Iceland is not a "class society" in the full
sense of the term as it applies to many other
modern societies, neither may it be equated
with a Rousseauan paradise of equalityl.

One is thus invited to believe that Iceland hovers somewhere
between a properly inegalitarian society of the modern type and a
more egalitarian pre-modern society. They also state that they do
not regard Iceland as socially divided to the same extent as other
Western European societies, nor do they expect it to become so in
the near future. FTurther, they emphasize that incomplete moderni-
zation also explains much of the absence of consciousness. This is
reflected, they believe, in "Gemeinschaft" type social relationships,
i.e., extended kinship networks and personal interactions, persistence
of rural culture, and a lack of a concept in common usage which taps
the analytical understanding of the class phenomenon. They also
mention pronounced upward mobility, made possible by rapid occupational
developments and the inability of upper "status groups" to reproduce
themselves; affluence, which has supposedly directed attention away
from distributional conflicts; and a relatively undifferentiated
occupational structure. In addition, the authors express their

belief that these traditional relics in Icelandic society will

gradually wither away and that class divisions will thereby become

1msa.
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more pronounced. Perceptions of these emerging class inequalities
will, it is assumed, mature in line with the expected developments
of the basic economic and political conditions.

Broddason and Webb also warn the reader that they interpret their
data boldly "in the hope of providing stimulating and relevant
hypotheses for the future," and it may be added that they have been
very successful in prampting research.

There is~obviously no shortage of interesting hypotheses in
their account which remain to be tested. In expounding some of them,
we shall, as before, seek to provide same theoretical clarification
of the issues that are involved.

The first point to note is that the authors’ basic premise, the
existence of a myth of equality, is not empirically established by
themselves. Instead, they refer to evidence for it in a M.A. thesis
by D. S. Bjarnason. We shall examine that evidence further at this
point since it is of great importance for the argument. Bjarnascn’s
focus in her study is on the subjective perceptions of stratification
in urban Iceland (the Reykjavik area)l. Her study has thus a very
different orientation from the present one, and in many ways it comes
close to being a study of status as we have characterized the concept
above. Yet Bjarnason fails to work with a clear analytical distinction
between class and status, as we will try to show.

The data came from interviews with 36 teenagers between 14 and 16

years of age and with 56 of their parents. It is obviously a small

lD. S. Bjarnmason, "Intergenerational Differences in the
Perception of Stratification in Urban Iceland" (University of
Keele, M.A. thesis, 1974).
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sample from the Reykjavik population for a study of subjective
attitudes and perceptions, but what is more serious is that there is
a decisive class bias in the camposition of the sample which is likely
to distort the results. Bjarnason divided the respondents into three
"social stratums," with 6 teenagers in the top stratum, 23 in stratum
II, and 7 in the bottom stratum of manual workers, fishermen, and
lower white-collar workersl. There is a very clear overrepresentation
of middle and upper groups, as against the bottam group which should
be the largest, as can be seen from a description of the occupational
structure in the next chapter. This is a very important disqualifi-
cation, since studies of such attitudes in other societies typically
show class-based divergences in individuals’ perceptions and
attitudes regarding inequalityz.

The criteria for the division of respondents into social strata
were claimed to be education and occupational prestige, i.e., a
decisive status-base rather than material or class criteria, and
Bjarnason refers, in fact, to Weber’s status group as a basis for her
demarcation of different "prestige levels," while at the same time
claiming that conscious status groups can hardly be said to exist in
Iceland. There are, she claims, only collectivities of individuals

with similar lifestyles and enjoying similar prestige, or, as we would

1bid., pp. 169-170.

2H. Popitz et al., "The Workers’ Image of Society," in T.
Burns (ed.), Industrial Man (Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1969),
pp. 281-324, D. Lockwood, "Sources of Variation of Working Class
Images of Society," S.R., 13 (1966), Goldthorpe et al., The
Affluent Worker in the Class Structure (Cambridge, C.U.FP.,
1369), and M. Bulmer (ed.), Working Class Images of Society
(London, Routledge, 1875).
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put it, statistical aggregatesi.

According to Bjarnason’s account, people very frequently expressed
the belief that Iceland is a classless society where everybody is
equal. TYor clarification, she follows T. H. Marshall in distinguishing
between equality of individuals, equality of opportunity, and equality
before the law.

On the first aspect, she asked the respondents during the inter-
view to explain what they meant by "stétt" (class), "stéttskipting"
(class differentiation), and whether they thought that class
differentiation existed in Reykjavik. The majority seemed to
perceive class in terms of income and consumption differentiation,
and they showed marked awareness of distributional differentiation
(income, wealth, education, influence, etc.). But the respondents
clearly had considerable difficulties in defining class differentia-
tion (“"skéttskipting"), and the great majority also expressed the
view that there was very little or no class differentiation in
Revijavik. This was the case with teenagers as well as with their
parents. According to Bjarnason, the respondents seemed to conceilve

of class differentiation in terms of status or snobbery criteria, and

this is born out by the expressed views of the respondents which

are reproducedz.

lD. S. Bjarnason, "Jafrnredi I Lagskiptu Samfélagi" (University
of Iceland, mimec, 1974b), pp. 5-6.

2Bjarnason, "Intergenerational Differences," pp. 221, 231-233,
251-253. Despite an earlier claim (p. 221) and the reproduced
accounts on these issues, Bjarnason contradicts herself on
p. 226 by stating that the respondents "tend to define ’social
class?® differentiation in terms of differences in material
consumption although other additional factors are also taken
into consideration.”
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Thus it appears that, largely as a result of her approach~-
especially the incomplete analytical separation of status fram
class--Bjarnason ends up with a contradiction in the replies: namely,
a clear awareness of distributional differentiation and an over-
whelming rejection of class differentiation along with assertions
of equality amongst individuals.

In terms of the present approach, this apparent contradiction
is explicable and easily resolved. The respondents seemed to be
using different criteria when assessing "class" and "class differen-
tiation," namely, material, money model, criteria in the former and
subjective status criteria in the latter. The outcome can thus be
interpreted as supporting our hypothesis above regarding the erosion
of status stratification and a possible persistence of class
stratification. This is also supported by the frequent claims in
the reproduced replies. Witness, for example, the following:

This [i.e., status privilege) is real "social
class" differentiation and I detest that kind of
snobbery. . . . everyone can speak to everyone
else. . . . I think that anybody can walk up to
anybody else and exchange greetings, and have a
little chat. Of course there are always exceptions,
but they are few. "Social class" distinction was
somewhat greater fifty years ago. Nowadays men in
top income groups hide that fact admirably well.
When they are out and about you can’t tell them
apart from ordinary people like myself--not in the
way they speak or behave.

. . . I think that although a man is a labourer
and his child educates himself, then he and his
child are as good as the professor and his son,

because both have the same rights in society--as
_we certainly all havel.

Pp. 231-233 and 251-252.
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These statements refer clearly to status differentiation in
interactions. On the other hand, it is quite significant that the
minority who express views which would indicate awareness of class
divisions are from the lower social groups, which are underrepre-
sented in the sample. This is indeed what is found in other western
capitalist societies. There is some evidence which suggests that
broadly similar patterns may prevail in Iceland as well. Orlygur
Karlsson, for example, asked respondents from groups of industrialists
and wholesale importers (22 respondents) and from unskilled manual
workers (22 as well) whether they believed that there is class dif-
ferentiation in Iceland. The great majority of workers believed there
is such differentiation, whereas exactly the opposite was the case
amongst the entrepreneursl. The emphasis in Bjarnason’s thesis on the
belief in equality and its misguided status-based evidence seem to
be further exaggerated by her biased sample, namely the underrepresenta-
tion of respondents from the manual occupations.

There is one further apparent contradiction which seems to remain
unsolved. Bjarnason asked her respondents to rank 25 occupations in
terms of prestige, which most of them did, although Bjarnason notes
that this was one of the most difficult requests they faced during the
interview. If it was possible for respondents to rank occupations in
terms of prestige, or status, into a fully fledged hierarchy, this

would seem to contradict our interpretation of an erosion of the

status hierarchy.

15. Karlsson, "Félagsleg Mismunun og Frumhdpatengsl"
(University of Iceland, B.A. thesis, 1976), pp. 114-115; also H.
Bjarnadottlr and I. Bjdrnsddttir, "Frumkdnnun & Felagsv1tund
Stéttavitund, Stéttamyndun?" (University of Iceland, B.A. thesis,
1977).
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A further examination of the ranking exercise reveals, however,
that this is not so. After undertaking the ranking the respondents
were asked what criteria they applied. The majority mentioned
education, type of job, estimated income, and gradually fewer named
material consumption, lifestyle, reciprocal interactions, power, and
family originl. P. Broddason has also used grading of occupations
done by university students for the purpose of constructing broad
"occupational prestige groups" to use in research. He reports that
education, earnings capacity, and power seemed to be the main criteria
used by the rankers. So evidently objective-material criteria do also
figure prominently in the minds of these two sets of rankers who were
supposed to be solely assessing subjective status criteriaz.

The critique which Goldthorpe and Hope have levelled against
occupational grading studies does indeed appear to apply equally in
this case. These authors argue, on the basis of an empirical study.
that there typically is considerable variation in the use of criteria
in such ranking operations, and that therefore it is not altogether
clear what the resultant hierarchies stand for3. But on the basis of
their own attempt at sorting the underlying criteria, and the typically
high correlation between different types of criteria as well as the

general uniformity in the outcome of these ranking exercises, they

lBjar'nason, "Intergenerational Differences,”" p. 90.

%p. Brodiaccn, "Dreifing bdka & Islandi og 1 Svipidd," Skirmir,
146 (1972), p. 1&, and Broddascn, "Children and Television in Iceland"
(University of Lund, M.Soc.Sci. thesis, 1970), pp. 29-32.

3Goldthorpe and K. Hope, "Occupational Grading and Occupational
Prestige," in Hope (ed.), The Analysis of Social Mobility (London,
0.U.P., 1972), and Goldthorpe and Hope, The Social Grading of
Occupations: A New Approach and a Scale (Oxford, Clarendon, 1974).
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prefer to interpret these hierarchies as reflecting people’s per-
ceptions of the "general desirability" of occupations. It does seem
that people rank occupations not just on the basis of prestige, or
status, but in terms of what general rewards they believe occupations
do provide.

One should further emphasize that such public referendum rankings
cannot be interpreted as reflecting a consensual acceptance of a
legitimacy of such differentiations. They only show what people
believe factually accrues to occupations in these categories, not
what they think the difference should bel.

We would therefore rule out that Broddason’s and Bjarnason’s
occupational hierarchies could be taken as evidence that disqualifies
our argument on the erosion of the status hierarchy and its
mistaken interpretation as a belief or a myth of equality. But these
hierarchies stand as equally valid hierarchies of estimated goodness
or "general desirability" of the various occupational levels.

Further on the question of equality, it remains to note that
Bjarnason asked her respondents specifically about their belief in
equality of opportunities in educationQ. Almost two-thirds of the
teenagers reckoned that everybody has equal opportunities to learn
while about 30% mentioned the distorting effects of econamic
inequalities3. A slightly higher proportion of parents seemed to

believe in equality of opportunities. These results are not

1. Parkin, Class Inequality, pp. 40-42.

2Bjarnason, "Intergenerational Differences," pp. 253-259.

3Ibid., p. 255.
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surprising, nor particularly unique, in the light of the earlier
péints made about individualism and meritocratic ideology as the
normal legitimating ideology in modern capitalist societies. They do
not as such counter our arguments on the issues of class and status.

In relation to the emphasis which has been placed on Icelandic
respondents’ apprently low awareness of inequality, it may be noted
that investigations in other societies have typically found little
analytical awareness of the structure of inequality. The tendency
of people to conceive of themselves as belonging to a large middle
mass which is seen as including the majority of the population is in
fact quite cammonly foundl. At the same time, differences in terms
of money and consumption are generally recognized.

We started this theoretical excursion with the observation that
Broddason and Webb borrowed the "myth of equality" uncritically for
the most part from Bjarnason. We feel that we have now shown the
insecure basis on which the existence of this myth is built, and we
have further qualified it with the thesis on the relative absence of
a structured status hierarchy which should not be confused with a
class hierarchy, or for that matter any other material forms of
inequality. The uncritical acceptance of the existence of the
equality myth, which appears to be quite widespread, has apparently
had the expected consequence of pramoting the view that actual
material inequalities are not as marked in Iceland as elsewhere in
advanced societies. This we would obviously want to question and try

to put to an empirical test.

1Runciman, Relative Deprivation, pp. 222-258, and Goldthorpe
et al., The Affluent Worker, pp. 146-151.
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As regards class consciousness, we would follow M. Mann in
arguing that it is integral to the basic Marxian understanding of the
phenomenon that it develops dialectically as a result of workers’
direct and practical experience of the contradictions of capitalist
relations of production, which alienate and exploit the worker and
idealize individualistic campetition instead of collective cooPerationl.
Experience in the sphere of production, in trade unions and in political
parties is, in this understanding, inevitably conducive to the growth
of consciousness. The following quote from Marx himself exemplifies
this:

Economic conditions had first transformed the mass
of the people of the country into workers. The
combination of capital has created for this mass a
common situation, common interest. This mass is
thus already a class as against capital, but not
yet for itself. In the struggle, of which we have
noted only a few phases, this mass becomes united,
and constitutes itself as a class for itself. The
interests it defends become class interests?.

Thus, in so far as capitalist relations of production exist, with
the concomitant inequalities and class organizations, class conscious-
ness would be expected to develop. The writings on Iceland which
we have examined have been sufficiently Marxist to assume, as a result
of the belief in the power of the myth of equality. that inequalities
could not be fully matured or developed. It is, however, a very

simplistic and un-Marxist understanding of class consciousness to

equate it solely with perceptions of distributional inequalities. As,

. Mann, Consciousness and Action Among the Western Working
Class (London, Macmillan, 1973), p. 12.

2Ibid.; see also S. Avineri, The Social and Political Thought of
Karl Marx (Cambridge, C.U.P., 13868), and Marwx and ngels, "Manifesto
of the Communist Party,” op. cit.
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for example, Touraine, Giddens, and Mann have argued, class conscious-
ness is a camplicated phencmenon which can exist on different, analyti-
cally separable levelsl. Firstly, it involves class identity or
awareness, i.e., definition of oneself as belonging to a class,

sharing a position in the sphere of production with others. This
represents the basic perception of structural position. Secondly,

one could separate the perception of opposition in the form of
recognition of a class enemy with conflicting interests. Thirdly,
there is the notion of totality, or the generalization of one’s class
position to the whole of one’s life situation, which provides the

bridge to the highest level of class consciousness, the revolutionary

aspect which is tied up with an image of an alternative society. The
latter usually presupposes organizational and educational maturity.
Class consciousness concerns thus much more than expressed awareness
of distributional inequalities, and same elements of it can be found
to exist even without the former.

It is interesting to note at this point that the supposed
predominance of a myth of equality is extremely congenial to a
consensual view of society, i.e., the image of society as consisting
of groups or classes sharing common values and beliefs, which are
basic to the culture. When social divisions and conflicts appear,
they are then, in this view, only accorded marginal importance and
explained as frictional aberrations. This is indeed close to the

functionalist model of social organization, emphasizing harmonious

1Giddens, The Class Structure, Mann, Consciousness and Action,
and A. Touraine, La Conscience Quvriere (Paris, Editions de
Seul, 1966).
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relations, stable democracy, or the end of ideology thesis, as found
in the works of Parsons, Lipset, and Bell, to mention only a few.
Culturalist arguments have also tended to abound in the Icelandic
studies. Witness, besides the somewhat extreme case of Tomasson,

the frequent concerns with effects of persistent rural culture,
"Gemeinschaft" and kinship relationships, language and unique values.
On the other hand, the approach which we are following has more
implications for, and affinity with, a conflict model of society.

The understanding of status as having a legitimating role in the field
of social inequality carries, for example, a decisive implication
for, and thereby a partial explanation of, conflict in society in the
light of the thesis on the erosion of status and persistence of
material inequalities. As status loses its legitimating power, then,
other things being equal, one would expect aspirations and frustra-
tions of members of disadvantaged classes to rise and therewith
militancy and distributional conflict. Considerable status equality
can thus coexist with class inequality and conflicts of interests.

We will be interested in tackling the various aspects of these

issues in the ensuing analysis.

Nothing much needs to be said about the actual empirical refuta-
tion of the "myth of equality" in Iceland. The Broddason/Webb article
has succeeded in stimulating wide-ranging research into inequality,
and a great number of B.A. theses have contributed evidence on

various aspects of social inequalityl. Much of the material remains

1Besides the works of Broddason and Bjarnason, there is an impres-
sive study of inequality from the perspective of social psychology by
S. Bjdrnsson and W. Edelstein (with K. Keppner), Explorations in Social
Inequality: Stratification Dynamics in Social and Individual Development
(Berlin, Max Planck Institute, 1977). The most notable B.A. theses are:
0. Karlsson (1976), J. R. Sveinsson (1975), H. Olafsson (1975), H.
HallddrsdSttir and K. Wage (1975), H. BjarnadSttir and I. BjdrnsdSttir
(1977), E. Hédinsson and I. V. Jdhamrsson (1975), and 0.b. Har2arscn (2977)




understandably fragmented, but in many cases it lends support to
hypotheses which apply in other Western societies. Inequality of
condition, opportunities, and power do indeed exist in the Icelandic
society in a very marked degree. However, a methodological reserva-
tion, which we have already touched upon, should be made in respect
to these studies. All of them fail to separate class from status to
an analytically sufficient degree. As 0. b. Hardarsor has shown, when
social characteristics of behaviour are related to "class" for
explanation, the norm has been to construct hierarchical groupings
on the basis of various cambinations of criteria, or, to use Ossowski’s
term again, synthetic gradationsi. Class and status criteria have
thus typically been intermingled in an unclear manner and, probably
due to the existence of the above mentioned occupational prestige
scales, the status aspects like prestige, lifestyle, and education
have gained same predominance. This is also reflected in the common
tendency to place the group of highly educated professicnals at the
top of the hierarchy. In fact, the use of "status groups" has probably
been more common than that of class ("stétt"), which ties up with our
earlier observation that people commonly seem to think of "class
differentiation" in terms of status differences, or deference and
snobbishness in interaction.

Broddason and Webb also draw attention to the relevance for
contemporary class structure of supposedly restricted modernization,

largely undifferentiated occupational structure, upward mobility, and

16. &, Hardarson, "Félagsleg Stada: Um Notkun Hugtaka i

RannsSknun & Félagslegri Mismunun" (University of Iceland, B.A.
thesis, 1977).
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affluence. We shall now examine these issues in the context of
another recent study of inequality in Iceland.

I.3.5. The Myth of the "Myth of Equality"

in its logical Place

The most impressive and camprehensive Icelandic study in this
area to appear so far is the social-psychologically oriented study
by S. Bjdrnsson and W. Edelsteinl. The major aim of their continuing
research at that stage was to derive hypotheses that "relate social
structure and cognitive and personality development in socialization
research"2. The data came originally from Bj“rnsson’s carefully
undertaken survey of 1,100 Reykjavik children in 1965-66, specifically
focusing on mental health. The data set included some variables on
social origins and social conditions which are reanalyzed with a
distinct focus on the effects of social stratification on social and
individual development. This study is very important for our purposes
because of its very high methodological standard, and also because, in
the predominantly sociological part of the work, the theoretical
stance which we have criticized in the foregoing is carried a long way
towards its logical conclusion.
The following quotation well reflects the fundamental assumptions

which largely shape the sociological part of the study.

At this point it is useful to summarize the observa-

tions, assumptions and (sometimes speculative)

conclusions that partly have led us to undertake

the analysis presented here, partly have emerged
from it.

1Bjérnsson and Edelstein, Explorations in Social Inequality.

2Dﬁd” p. 1.
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a) Icelandic society because of an unusually high
degree of cultural integration at the turn of the
century and well into this century was in fact
characterized by an unusual degree of equality
amongst its members. Equality and equality per-
ceptions can be explained in terms of econamic

and political history and the particular structure
of the (literary) culture: The solidarity produced
in the entire population by the experience of
collective poverty, and, related to this experience,
the movement for political autonomy and liberaticn
from Danish rule functioned as a powerful social
integration device. The quest for political identity
in terms of a territorial nation state (the dominant
theme since about 1840) dissolved perceptions of
estate-based social inequality. For particular
historic, demographic and economic reascns amenable
to reconstruction, Iceland was turned so to say into
a single socio~-ecological unit with equality as a
dominant socio-cultural characteristic.

b) In the course of this century, and particularly
since the post-war socio-economic transformation of
the traditional rural way of life into industrially
based, technologically advanced forms of social organi-
zations, modernization has generated intense stratifi-
cation processes, the dynamics of which have operated
profound and far reaching changes on the structure of
society and hypothetically, via socialization,

on personality.

c) The unusual rate of economic and social modernization
has led to contradictions between social reality--in
particular the emergent system of social inequality--
and its perception by members of the society. These
contradictions produce strains on a "secondary" social
malaise; as the inequality characteristics of the social
system are only dimly perceived, or even repressed

from consciousness, interpretive rules for inequality
correlates of modernization are neither socially nor
politically available. (Critical interpretations of
inequality, as used among the political left relate
mostly to differences in income and consumption
opportunities in a highly inflatory economy, while
structurally based inequality remains largely unper-
ceived or, at least, uninterpreted.) Practical

preblems arisirg from lnequality-generated contradictions
in the society are all the more difficult to cope with,
as acknowledging or analysing their nature would imply
a reappraisal of equality presuppositions of the
culture. The social mechanisms of change thus are
socially understood and handled at the level of
symptoms rather than structure.
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d) The contradictions attain a new quality as,
on the level of behaviour, the continuity of
fam@ly traditions is assured, whereas disruptive
social change has operated on the level of the
"deep structures" of actioni.

The most salient feature in this extract is the role that culture
is accorded in shaping modern Icelandic society, as well as the
assertion of its inherently egalitarian character. Furthermore, it
1z claimed that at the outset of this century the traditional society
was egalitarian to an unusual degree. A collective, equal poverty,
admittedly along with the widespread opposition to the Danish rule,
are assumed to have produced another unique characteristic: a high
degree of cultural integration. One is thus led to believe that a
general consensus on the basis of an egalitarian culture prevailed
in this presumably equal society at the turn of the century. This
functionalist utopia2 was not just a short-lived phenomenon, but it
is assumed to have continued to prevail into the present, so much so
that after the initial processes of modermization, supposedly intro-
ducing an "emergent system of inequality," a contradiction is produced
between culture and social structure, whereby culture denies and masks
the inegalitarian aspects of the social structure.

The force of culture, it is further claimed, is represented in a
continued presence of an archaic pattern of kinship relations through

which relatives from all walks of life regularly interact on an equal

basis. Thus, a bridge is presumably maintained between classes and

lIbid., pp. 4-5.

2R. Dahrendorf, "Out of Utopia: Towards a Reorientation of
Sociological Analysis," in L. Coser and B. Rosenberg (eds.),
Sociological Theory: A Book of Readings (New York, Macmillan,

1969), pp. 222-240.
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segregation avoidedl. Contemporary identity, they argue, is
constituted in family interactions that formally conserve the tradi-
tional pattern, i.e., of egalitarian and individualistic relationships
. ‘oz a2 . .

in the traditional family®. Lastly, common literacy and apprecilation
of literary culture are believed to have been influential means of
cultural preservationa.

The first observation to be made is that these are a priori
assumptions, and, as such, they stand without empirical support. We
have already produced some evidence on the extent of material inequality
in the nineteenth century, and there is no need to repeat that
presentation here. But against the outright claim for actual equality
which reappears in this study, one may refer to a different kind of
evidence, namely an account of "aristocratic" life in Reykjavik
about 1880. Following a colourful description of social life of
parties and picnics within the administrative class comes this descrip-
tion of a dinner party.

On Friday we had a large dinner party with 25 guests.
There was plenty of space in our living-room. There
were 9 French men and all the top administrators;
and Anders was wearing his best suit.

As is customary, I had many courses, and it was
quite a job getting the necessary supplies and pre-
paring everything. We had soup with asparagus,
croustade with fish, mushrooms, chicken in mayonnaise
with decorations of lobster and salad, salted onion
and pickles, Vienna cake and Commoners cake, confec-
tionary, figs and dates, red wine, 2 brands cf Madeira,
port wine and champagne.

It all went nicely. Mary decorated the table with
flowers in Aecorative bowls, and around the cakes.

1Bjérnsson anc Edelstein, Explorations in Social Inequality, p. 21.

2Ibid., p. 24.

3Ibid., pp. 25-26.



They were very surprised how quickly I managed
to get everything readyl.

This was at the time when a very large part of the population
lived on the verge of starvation. The large-scale emigration to North
America, caused by the general hardship, was already well under way,
and after the difficult winter of 1882 large donations of food from
Denmark, England, Sweden, Germany, and the United States prevented
mass starvationz. And when mesmbers of parliament had decided on an
increase in the pay of the top civil servants in 1875, there was
evidently considerable concern about the possible increase of "class
conflict" and hostilities in its wake®.

A considerable stretch of the imagination is indeed required to
assure a unique degree of equality in economic and social conditions
to have existed in that period, and to assume that it generated a
consensual culture. There iz nc r=ed to question the
solidarity produced by the shared opposition to Danish rule during
the fight for independence, -t &s, for example, 0. R. Grimsson and
0. Einarsson have shown, shortly cZter success was achieved the
consensual struggle for indspencerce was replaced with typically

class-based politics and an emerging organization of the working class
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