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Changing Gender Perspectives in Iceland — The Women’s Day Off

A dramatic shift took place on October 24", 1975, irreversibly changing the perspectives of
women in Icelandic society. Prior to this date a discernibly low level of respect was evident
for women in domestic and waged positions. Infuriation caused by this disregard for female
efforts in the community, led to the united decision of Icelandic women to take action in the
form of a strike. Known by locals as, ‘Kvennafri’, the 1975 ‘Women’s Day Off” was an
undeniable success, with ninety percent of the country’s female population refusing to
partake in any form of work for the entirety of the day. This symbolic act of social defiance
altered the understanding of women’s role in society and was an important turning point that
paved the way for many positive changes regarding gender equality in Iceland.

Planning Kvennafri required an immense aggregation of determination and cooperation;
however, the outcome was definitively worth all efforts. The event, with widespread support
and participation, was exceedingly successful. A feminist organisation known as Redstocking
first presented the idea of a strike in 1970, although it was not until 1975 that the suggestion
was genuinely deliberated. According to the official Women’s History Archives in Iceland, a
committee was formed in the spring of 1975 by representatives of the nation’s five largest
female associations in addition to a spokesperson for the United Nations. This committee was
tasked with the organisation of a congress for women in Reykjavik - the country’s capital - to
be held later that year. When the congress met on the 20" and 21% of June, with over two
hundred women of varying age, social status and political opinion in attendance, they
discussed matters of concern primarily surrounding gender inequality. Here, a strike was
proposed to be held on October 24", the United Nations day. However, many women
displayed apprehension towards such an event - as strikes were illegal at the time - and feared
it would cost them their jobs and cause uproar among men. Therefore, the event’s title was
swiftly altered to the less severe label of a ‘day off”, gaining public approval and permitting
mass participation. An article published in the Scandinavian Review by Mia Einarsdottir and
Gerdur Steinthorsdottir (1997) claimed that polls conducted in various, Icelandic workplaces
revealed “80-100 percent of the employed women were in favour of the action”. BBC
reporter Kirstie Brewer (2015) supports this statement in her article titled, The Day Iceland’s
Women Went on Strike, by claiming 90 percent of Icelandic women abstained from work of
any form on that day. Additionally, Morgunbladid (1975), an Icelandic newspaper released a
similar report on October 25" placing 25,000 women — over one tenth of the country’s total
population — in Lakjartorgur, Reykjavik where speeches and celebrations were scheduled to
commence throughout the day. Both sources corroborate in describing the day as a
monumental occasion and overall success. All efforts payed off; women were finally
recognised.

The triumph of the event can be attributed to the arduously low value placed upon women in
the Icelandic domestic and waged work forces preceding October 1975. An unmistakable
disconnect existed between the copious societal expectations of women regarding domestic
work and placement of female employees in waged positions. However, whether receiving an
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income or not, women remained evidently unrecognised for their efforts. In her
anthropological study, Women in Iceland, Doctor Elizabeth Johnson (1984) forces this
injustice into attention by stating, “women’s role in contemporary society has tended to be
ignored in Iceland itself”. Johnson highlights this ignorance towards the importance of
female contribution — paid and unpaid — as a crucial incentive for the 1975 ‘Women’s Day
Off’. She argues that the event was not intended to accentuate the privileges of men, but
rather increase awareness of women’s social involvement. Corroborating this standpoint, the
Executive Committee for “Women’s Day Off’ (1975) distributed approximately 47,000
copies of a letter titled Why a Day Off for Women? foregoing the event, listing a selection of
reasons to encourage participation, including “the difference between the average monthly
earnings of women and men labourers is icel. kr. 30.000. — (approx. £100. — or $200.-), and
the work experience of a housewife is not considered of any value on the labour market”.
The gender pay gap during this time was a considerable cause for complaint in Iceland. This
claim is supported by Johnson (1984) as she explains that a housewife of over a decade
would receive the wage of a beginner when undertaking work at a créche or similar
establishment. Furthermore, it is expressed in the same handout that males in positions of
power diminished the necessity of childcare facilities primarily run by women. Inequality and
blatant sexism permeated the Icelandic wage-labour and domestic work forces. Another point
brought forward was the tendency of employers to favour male candidates when advertising
for respectable or well-paying jobs. The Executive Committee (1975) stated “whether an
applicant for a job is male or female is often considered more important than education or
competence”. The handout concluded that, “women’s contribution to the community is
underestimated” (Executive Committee for ‘Women’s Day Off” 1975). and urged women to
cease all work on October 24™ as a demonstration of their significance when considering the
management of daily life. Based upon this primary source it is clear that women’s
capabilities were decidedly overlooked at this time. The handout coincided with the United
Nations’ declaration naming 1975 as the International Women’s Year.

When the women stopped working, Iceland was quick to follow. By removing a key factor in
the functionality of society, considerable consequences began to arise. Many recounts of the
day depict the complete paralysis brought upon the country as the women refrained from all
aspects of work. In an article of the Guardian titled, Once more, Iceland has shown it is the
best place in the world to be female, author Sif Sigmarsdottir lists some of the numerous
institutions closed due to lack of staff for the duration of the day. Sigmarsdéttir (2018) states,
“Schools and nurseries were closed. Many shops, factories and theatres had to close their
doors. Fathers were left with no choice but to bring their kids to work” expressing only a
fraction of the widespread disruption caused by the event. Furthermore, in an interview for
Michael Moore’s documentary Where to Invade Next? former director of the Icelandic
Chamber of Commerce, Hella Tomasdottir (2015) expands, “no banks opened, no kids aid,
no buses rode into town; it was impossible to get anything done on that day because when
women don’t work, nothing works”. Clearly, the event’s goal of acquiring recognition for
the importance of female contribution was reached. Although life seemingly returned to
normal shortly after, the day — often referred to as the ‘Long Friday’ by men — did have one
abrupt and long-lasting effect. Tomasdottir accredits the event as changing “the impression of
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the value of women for women and men alike forever”. The male population was
undoubtedly left to understand and appreciate the extensive gravity of women’s role in
society.

In addition to the various immediate effects of Kvennafri, many less-direct yet similarly
significant impacts were made apparent across the following years in Iceland. Most
noticeable are the numerous alterations seen within the nation’s political sector. Foremost,
five years after the Day Off took place, Vigdis Finnbogadottir became the world’s first
female head of state to be democratically elected. Many Icelandic children born within the
sixteen years Finnbogadottir served in this role grew to believe there was nothing
extraordinary about a woman holding such authority. Sigmarsdottir (2018) states, “Seeing a
woman in a position of power had a profound effect on me and my female contemporaries
when we were growing up”, explaining how her and many other young people developed a
strong belief that women could accomplish anything, simply because exposure to strong
female figures was customary at that time. This effectively meant an entire generation was
raised with a mind-set of complete impartiality when considering the expectations of men and
women alike. In Sigmarsdéttir’s (2018) article, Finnbogadottir expressed her strong belief
that the 1975 Day Off played a key part in her 1980 election, describing the event as “the first
step for women’s emancipation in Iceland” and accrediting its symbolic implications as a
major factor in shaping the contemporary representations and perspectives of women in
Iceland. Moreover, Iceland has maintained its position as first on the Global Gender Gap
Index for nine consecutive years — as of 2017 — and recently provided undeniable
justification for this highly honourable recognition. Last January, following seven months of
careful deliberation, a bill of law was introduced across the nation as a method of confronting
the gender pay gap. Continuing the theme of firsts, this bill recognises Iceland as the only
state to establish a framework legally requiring companies and institutions to provide
evidence for the equal pay of their employees, regardless of gender. The Government Offices
of Iceland released an outline of what this bill entails. Namely, certification must be acquired
by organisations with twenty-five or more employees to prove that equal wages and equal
terms of employment are maintained for workers in positions of corresponding value. Failure
to attain this certification will result in fines, creating a clear incentive for companies to
uphold their agreement of ensuring gender equality in the work force. In addition to this
major step taken by Iceland to create a more egalitarian society, other smaller yet comparably
important changes have been made. Kirstie Brewer (2015) reported that in 2010 Johanna
Sigurdardottir, Iceland’s first female prime minister and the first ever head of government to
be openly gay, was elected. This same year strip clubs were banned, clearly displaying that
the nation’s perspective of women had been positively altered and a respectful relationship
between both genders established.

A radical and irrevocable change occurred in 1975 when the Icelandic women went on strike.
The event was an unguestionable success and turning point in Icelandic history, with mass
participation and support across the country. By abstaining from work for the duration of a
single day these women brought society to a standstill and forced the pressing issue of gender
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inequality into attention. Many progressive outcomes leading closer to an egalitarian nation
were seen as a direct result of this symbolic protest — both political and societal. This solitary
act of defiance completely altered gender perspectives on a nation-wide scale and gained
recognition and respect for all women in Iceland.
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