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Abstract 
The principal purpose of this essay is to research how the development of needlework 

education interacts and interconnects with consumption patterns. Iceland has been used as a 

case for this study but any country would be applicable. The point of departure is the 

assumption that when a society develops more and more into being a consumer society, the 

needlework education also will change – in drastic forms. And that tracing a development 

towards consumerism can be traced in the curricula regarding this specific subject. People’s 

changing attitude towards spending, wasting, and an extravagant living is an important 

feature which explains the shift between non-consumer societies to a consumer society. 

Society’s outlook on these features is best reflected by that policy the institutions society uses 

to form its citizens’ desirable (consumer) behavior. In understanding the development from a 

non-consumerist society to a consumer society the study on the Icelandic syllabi for 

needlework and textile education plays a prominent part. A presentation on Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) for the period of time in question has also been used in order to see the 

general increase of the standard of living and rise of consumerism in Iceland. Also numbers 

on trade and unemployment have been enclosed in order to give a more telling picture of the 

development and the results. 

 

The spatial imprint of the development of the Icelandic educational system and the 

development of syllabi for the textile handicraft subject show that an established consumer 

society firstly can be found in Iceland somewhere between 1960 and 1977, thus slightly 

ensuing the most immediate period after the World War II. A society that educates its young 

ones to darn, mend, and knit with the explicit motive to help deprived homes and states that 

this is a necessary virtue for future housewives cannot rightly be called a consumer society. It 

is also worth mentioning that the subject was after this breakthrough also available for boys. 

Furthermore, this seems to coincide with the so called “haftatímanum”, the restriction era, 

which lasted from 1930 to 1960. During this time the Icelandic government controlled the 

market having an especially harsh policy on the import of consumer goods, with product 

rationing as a result.  
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Both of these two matters - the syllabi for the textile handicraft subject and the haftatímanum 

- had an anaesthetized impact on the development of the Icelandic consumer society. 

 

Keywords: Consumption, consumerism, the consumer revolution, Iceland, knitting, darning, 

mending, needlework education, consumption history, women's history, curricula 

interpretation 
*carl.teglund@gmail.com  
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I Introduction 
Consumerism 

This essay will deal with consumerism, textile craft, and curricula interpretation. The most 

intriguing term is perhaps consumerism – and mostly associated with the study of economic 

history. But what exactly is consumerism? The Swedish term for this phenomenon according 

to “Nordstedts stora engelska ordbok” is “slit-och-slängmentaliteten”. If translated directly 

into English this would be the “use-and-throw-away-mentality”.1 Roughly speaking, 

consumerism is a stage in a society’s development where the major part of the population 

believes in and performs the act of consuming new and throwing away the old and 

dilapidated. And it seems that it is a stage that all societies develop into sooner or later. This 

would then of course be contrastive to the recycling-mentality that would be normalized 

thinking among citizens in a non-consumerist society. But consumerism can also be described 

as a theory that “an increasing consumption of goods is economically (and politically) 

desirable”.2 This political description of consumerism is also of interest for this paper. If a 

state’s policy making would not have this theory – consumerism - as a foundation for its 

decision making when it comes to education or consumption etc, the society as such cannot 

be called a real consumer society. If the state has a clear anti-consumeristic policy, this would 

probably also reflect consumer patterns within that society. This will of course be addressed 

in more detail further down. 

One author who has devoted a lot of effort examining what features are characteristic 

for consumerism is Roland Barthes. In his book “The Fashion System” he stresses, although 

not expressly, that the basic difference between a consumer society and a non-consumerist 

society is that a graduate change in the division between calculated needs and miscalculated 

desires is taking place. This would mean that “desire” and the “possibility” for consumers to 

let their “uncalculated desires” determine their choices are all together forming the 

foundation for a consumer society. A non-consumerist society would then be built on 

calculated needs, where, “clothing would be bought (and produced) only at the very slow rate 

1  Norstedts stora engelska ordbok, search 
2  Webster’s Dictionary, version 2.5 (CD-ROM) 
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of its dilapidation”.3 This will also be the theory that this paper will build itself on.  

What has needlework education to do with consumerism? 

As mentioned earlier, two different types of societies are of interest for this paper - the non-

consumerist society and the “throw-away-and-buy-new”-society - the consumer society. But 

how do we define these two types of societies and how can we trace the development of how 

a consumer society emerged and was conformed? 

For a considerable part in human history, there have been groups of people who have 

been “consuming”; just as we do today. But in these “non-consumerist societies”, an élite 

“consumed” while a majority of the population “subsisted”.4 Poor people who couldn’t afford 

buying new clothes kept their old ones whereas rich people paid for new clothes and threw 

their old garments away. Poor people in the pre-consumer societies would, among other 

things in order to live more economically, darn socks and patch jackets. One had to mend and 

repair old clothes to increase their durability. But due to dropping production costs and better 

accessibility to materials plus technological progress and innovation, the production of - in 

this case - clothes could be carried out much cheaper and, also, much faster than ever before. 

As a result, less people learned the craft of mending and darning since they could just by new 

clothes instead. When it is cheaper and easier to throw away and buy new rather than 

mending and darning on your old clothes, the foundation for having a non-consumerist 

manner, i.e. darning your old socks instead of buying new ones, disappears and one starts to 

participate in the consumer society. This paper will investigate whether or not this 

development is visible in the curriculum development of the Icelandic needlework education 

subject. 

 

Consumption history is an integral part of every economic history, and hopefully, this essay 

will contribute a little to this under-investigated field.  

3  Barthes  
4  Housiaux et al (2003), p. 8 
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Objective and scope 

This research will investigate if the development of needlework education interacts and 

interconnects with consumption patterns during the (circ.) early- and mid 20th century in 

Iceland. In order to do this, the development of the curriculum for the needlework subject will 

be examined to trace differences in the Icelandic state’s approval towards consumerism and 

the change in priorities regarding what pupils ought to learn in this subject. Other policies 

issued by the Icelandic parliament in other sectors, especially concerning import of consumer 

goods and on rationing (if any), will also be used in other to show general tendencies during 

the period of time regarding consumerism. These results will be complemented with the 

outcome from studies on changes in Gross Domestic Product (GDP), changes in total import 

trade, and unemployment rates in order to see if all these variables coincide with each other to 

give a broader picture of the event.  

 

Research Questions 

The key questions this survey will attempt to address are therefore: 

 

1. How has the needlecraft education changed and developed during the 20th century in 
Iceland? What is there to learn from this development? 
 

2. Does this trend coincide with other transits within society, i.e. other policies regarding 
consumption, a general increase in people’s standard of living, etc.? 
 

3. This paper is based on the assumption that the development of needlework education 
interacts and interconnects with consumption patterns. After an exposition of the data 
estimated for the study, can it be said that this assumption is valid? 
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Delimitation and extent 

The aim and scope for this research is based on the three key questions presented in the 

section above. The key questions will be thoroughly examined in the Result- section and then 

will be answered and presented in the Discussion & Analysis- section. 

This is a paper about how the development of needlework education interacts and 

interconnects with consumption patterns. The main key question is to describe how the 

teaching of (both formal and non-formal) darning, mending, and knitting have been 

developing. The development of the subject also ought to be seen as the change of the 

importance the craft had for the population. It is also important to see how this can be 

interconnected with differences in people's standard of living, i.e. also consumption patterns. 

After that, this data will be complemented with statistics about an over-all change in GDP, 

total trade import, and unemployment rates in Iceland.  

The time-limit is before the World War II until directly after (roughly between the 

20s/30s - the 50s/60s), but considering that it is important for the reader to get all the 

necessary background data needed for fully understanding this topic, it may be necessary to 

extend the time-limit in the background section. I It is important to stress that this is only for 

the background and will not affect the result section, which will deal with the time-limit that 

has been presented here. 

 Because this essay is based on quite large-scale terms, there will be a section that will 

deal with ‘consumerism’ and similar terms in order to give more background conception for 

the reader.  

 

Firstly, when discussing terms that are rather controversial, it is important to stress that there 

will be no space for any judgment on them (i.e. ‘consumer society’ or ‘consumerism’, 

etcetera). Far too much discussion on these topics risk straying from the original point due to 

biased opinion. The most important thing to convey in this research when dealing with 

‘consumerism’ and other similar terms, is to define what they are and what they mean – but 

also their significance for human development and evolution. Preconceived notions of every 

kind will therefore carefully be avoided.  
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When talking about consumption, the reader will find information about the conceptual 

meaning of the term and especially how the phenomenon can be explained. The terms 

‘consumerism’, ‘consumption’ (and the difference between consumerism and consumption), 

and ‘the consumer society’ are all together such basic features for this essay’s foundation, so 

they will be dealt with under the special ‘background- chapter. An inescapable result will be 

that, when discussing these terms, the setting will be mostly in England and perhaps even 

other places outside Iceland, but only in brief. The intention of this essay is just to give to the 

reader a short introduction and a deeper understanding on how a growing and emerging 

consumption trend may be/ and have been explained.  

Different types of faculties have been dealing with the task of describing these terms,  

specifically consumerism. Strangely enough, it has been of little interest to the faculties of 

economic history. But one that has really been a vanguard for this subject is the sociology 

faculty, which deals more on the link between consumption and the construction of identities. 

But this side of consumerism will not be given much attention. This doesn’t mean, however, 

that this will hinder possibilities to examine different forms of affection on the Icelanders – 

although the focal point will be on the society as a whole. As a result, this essay will aim 

more at society and less towards the psychological impact on the individual.  

It is important to denote that Iceland is only used as a case for this study. The main 

focus will be on the craft of darning and mending and its importance for the ordinary people, 

not on the country itself. This study could possibly be carried out elsewhere, although regions 

with a long tradition of spinning, knitting, and darning etc. are perhaps more suitable because 

of the obvious reason that the transition would be easier to trace. This essay will therefore 

contribute a short overview on the history of Iceland, because it is important for the reader to 

understand the context that this essay deals with.  

 12 
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Theoretical framework 

This section will enhance the outline and its purpose is to work as a foundation for the project 

to come. It will be a framework that addresses joint theories and related studies that are 

relevant for this study.  

 

Theory preparation for outlining the division between ‘the consumer society’ & ‘the 

non-consumerist society’ 

This essay follows the overall theoretic perspective that all societies sooner or later develop 

into a consumer society. People will always develop a demand for things that are not 

necessary for mere subsistence when their standard of living improves to the extent that they 

do not need to put all their savings on products for basic needs, i.e. to be able to sustain life. 

This essay suggests therefore that there is a clear division between basic needs and non-basic 

demands. A key point of this essay is that this is one of the divisions between a consumer 

society and a non-consumerist society – and probably also the most important one.  

A change in production trends in the textile industry would, as mentioned earlier, 

indicate a change in the propensity to consume, due to that a decrease in housework with 

textiles for domestic usage indicates that people could buy new clothes instead of to darn and 

mend on those old garments they already owned. 

A good groundwork would therefore be a phrase from the book “Fashion System” (that 

deals with both consumerism and clothing) by Roland Barthes;  

Before the industrialization of the textile handicraft/In a non-consumerist society,  

 

"clothing would be bought (and produced) only at the very slow rate of its 

dilapidation".5 

Another basic assumption of this essay is that there is a clear contrast between the non-

consumerist society and the consumer society. So when is an emergence or change like this 

likely to be searched for? Well, with the overall theoretic perspective for this essay mentioned 

in the beginning of this chapter, this essay states it as undoubtedly more likely that general 

5  Barthes (1983), p. 3 
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improvements of people’s living conditions have to occur before a more all-embracing 

consumer society may emerge, rather than the opposite (i.e. an already created industrial 

society “creates” consumers6).  

 

Theory on curriculum policy making 

In the previous subchapters it has been described how the state can hinder a specific behavior 

(in this case a consumer behavior) with the help of governmental regulations and/or certain 

policy making. In order to create the desirable citizen, the state will then try to form a 

behavior that the policy makers have sought after. Tomas Englund, professor in educational 

policies at Orebro University (Sweden), argues that the state is the final decision-maker for 

educational policies and curricula that are valid in the society.7 This means directly that the 

state decides what the citizens within that society should learn and what they should believe 

in. In his book, Englund mentions an example with a course called “medborgarkunskap”, 

which would later on develop into the current social studies- subject. Formed in 1919, 

“medborgarkunskap” (Eng. “civic education”) largely replaced the impact of the more 

traditional education in Christianity. This was consciously made by the policy planners who 

sought to prepare future citizens for future Social Democratic alterations of the Swedish 

society. The subject “medborgarkunskap” was formed to make a contribution to the raising of 

(Social) democratic citizens who accepted the new system. The reforms needed to be 

undertaken to create such a system are here motivated by the demands for fairness depicted in 

the education literature for the subject.8 

This raises the question, "What is the role of education?” According to Ulf P. Lundgren, 

professor in educational planning at Uppsala University, elementary education was all about 

forming a “citizen” when it was first founded.9 For the policy makers in Sweden during this 

time the answer was quite explicit; the purpose of education was not just to form citizens – 

but also “good” citizens. This is, of course, the reason for why we teach at all – the mother 

teaches her child to be a good boy/girl and the school teaches the pupil to be good citizen. 

The outcome of what we mean by “good” may differ, however. While some citizens will go 

6  Which is the erroneous assumption of Roland Barthes. 
7  Englund (1986), p. 35 
8  Ibid. pp. 33, 50-51 
9  Lundgren (1983), p. 59 
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on to higher education and some will step back to figure out what to do, others will enter the 

work force and begin paying taxes. For their own good, and the good of the community, all 

will hopefully become "contributing citizens" - knowledgeable, respectable and value-adding 

within their community.  

This paper’s theory is that if such a behavior fosterage has been undertaken before (and 

is undertaken now), why would not this also be doable with a consumer behavior in Iceland? 

It is however correct to be skeptic towards such an assumption that a research solely on 

curricula for the textile handicraft would indicate a general change in the propensity to throw 

away and buy new, and it is therefore important to combine the outcome with other results, 

such as the industrialization of the craft and other anti-consumeristic policies. If a research on 

the needlecraft education curriculum would share the same tendencies as those that can be 

traced in other results, this paper could perhaps shed a light on how the consumer society in 

Iceland came into being.  

 

A theory discussion on the Icelandic consumer society 

Despite there being a lack of research on the field about the Icelandic consumer society and 

its history, there has been some interesting material written about it. One good example is 

Guðmundur Jónsson’s text “Hvenær varð neysluþjóðfélagið til” that was published in the 

collection book from Íslenska söguþingið, in 2006. The text deals with the consumer society 

in general and the Icelandic consumer society specifically. Its aim is to give an answer to the 

question, “When was the Icelandic consumer society formed?”, which is also the article’s title 

in English. Because this text raises questions that this paper also seeks to answer, it has been 

used as a guideline when it comes to explaining the history of the Icelandic consumer society. 

According to Professor Guðmundur Jónsson, a consumer society as we know it did not 

really exist in Iceland until after the World War II. Before that, economic prerequisites were 

not sufficient enough for this kind of break-through.10 Jónsson is not referring to any numbers 

directly in his text; instead, he is describing some main points of great magnitude for the 

outbreak of a consumerist behavior in Iceland and beyond. According to Jónsson, the 

Icelandic consumer society bloomed in the aftermath of the WWII that propelled the 

10  Jónsson (2006), p. 78 

 15 

                                                 



Uppsala University 
Department of Economic History 
Economic History D   
Carl-Mikael A. Teglund   
Spring 2011, Composition writing – MA-level 

economy to flourish. 
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Method & Material 

This essay is built on deductive researching to fulfill the aim for research, i.e. to answer the 

research questions that are given above in the objective and scope -section.  

The methodology chosen for this essay is textual analysis and a study in textual 

criticism, because both books, tables, syllabi, etcetera will be closely investigated. 

Manuscripts and data about people’s consumer habits have been interpreted differently from 

time to time, as explained above. This constitutes a problem, of course Too much of the 

research carried out on this particular subject is a mixture of political opinions and research 

findings. Textual criticism is, therefore, needed to determine the validity of the sources and 

identify and remove redundant data from the material collection of this essay.  

There is often antagonism between the different approaches within the content analysis 

field; the use of quantitative methods (in brief, an interpretation of numerical data) and the 

application of qualitative methods (in brief, an interpretation of words and text).11 This essay 

tries to challenge that and argues that the more serious distinction, which applies both to 

quantitative and to qualitative research, is between data analyses (emphases coming up with a 

personal conclusion, uses more direct sources and a narrower data set12) and data mining (i.e. 

the process of analyzing a larger amount of data from different perspectives and summarizing 

it into useful information13). At the same time, however, these two methods are also closely 

related.  

This essay suggests that it is important to find a synergy between the two methods (i.e. 

qualitative data analysis and quantitative data analysis), and between disciplines, using 

examples from studies of changes in economic development and on the private consumption 

share of GDP growth, and of studies on differentiation in school syllabi and collected 

materials about household/handicraft trends and poverty. However, due to weak access to and 

inadequate supplies of numerical qualitative data, this study rests mostly on quantitative 

studies and data. 

It would be a welcomed contribution to the study of such a strenuous and vexed subject as 

economic history if more studies would prove this viable.  

11  http://hsc.uwe.ac.uk/dataanalysis/, 2008-03-07 
12  http://www.vias.org/tmdatanaleng/cc_what_is_it.html, 2008-03-07 
13  http://www.anderson.ucla.edu/faculty/jason.frand/teacher/technologies/palace/datamining.htm, 
2008-03-07 
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Another possible point of interest for the Icelandic reader (which he/she apparently will find 

out anyway) is that family names are used in a non-patronymic manner, i.e. Icelandic names 

are used as family names and not as patronyms (a component of a personal name based on the 

name of one's father). A different approach would be to deal with Icelandic authors 

differently and separately, which would only complicate the research.  

Since most of the material on this topic is in Icelandic and nothing else, it was also a 

necessity to undertake lessons in Icelandic and learn the language. The rest of the material 

used for this study is in Danish, Swedish, German, and, in most of the cases with non-

Icelandic material, i.e. English. 

 

Literature on consumption and the consumer society  

There are a broad variety of scholars belonging to different branches and faculties who have 

researched consumption and consumerism, and especially with the aim of finding the ‘birth’ 

of a modern consumer society. This is especially evident since McKendrick released his book 

‘The Birth of a Consumer Society’, where he contributed with the confrontational thesis that 

there was a consumer revolution in the late eighteenth-century that gave birth to the first 

consumer society in Britain. Whatever one thinks about this assumption, the immediate effect 

of the claims in ‘The Birth of a Consumer Society’ among historians was to launch a plethora 

of studies that claimed to locate the date and site – the time and place - of a consumer 

society’s birth. In the 1980s, with McKendrick as the pioneering father, a historical debate 

about the birth and development of consumer society emerged almost as a peak of social and 

political commentary on consumerism from the 1950s onwards. Suddenly more interest was 

devoted to the demand-side of the economy and several debates and discussions began to 

arise. From the very beginning, there was a close link between the academic debate and a 

debate regarding policies. Therefore, obstacles for a more serious investigation of the causes 

and effects of certain consumption practices were created.  

In the 1980s, and as part of a larger interest in consumption that involved most of the 

social science disciplines (although, strangely, not economics), historians turned their 

attention to the history of consumer society and consumer cultures. This new scholarship had 

two chief points of focus: the late eighteenth century, the era of the industrial revolution, and 
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the period between the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The former literature 

concerned the birth of a consumer society and its relationship to economic growth, the latter 

with mass consumption and modern retailing in Europe and North America. From the outset, 

this literature was concerned with the origins and development of something that was 

considered modern. The search for the consumer society is simply a search for modernity, 

and that is probably why so much research has been devoted to it. 

Of course there has been a lot of research written on the subject of consumer 

psychology and sociology – but, as mentioned before, they won’t be given much notice. 

However, it can be of interest to see how, historically, people have reacted upon different 

sorts of sales methods, products and offers. Books that deal with this combination quite well 

are “Culture & Consumption” by Grant McCracken (1988), “Consumerism in world history – 

the global transformation of desire” by Peter N Stearns (2005), and especially “The 

consumption reader”, which is edited by David B Clarke, Marcus A Does and Kate ML 

Housiaux, but contains a various numbers of milestone literature for a greater understanding 

of the emergence of a consumer society. A good example of a book that gives a psycho-social 

angle is the ‘Consumerism – as a way of life’ by Steven Miles, that examines consumerism as 

“an everyday cultural and ideological activity”, thus taking a more ideological/individualistic 

approach on the implications of consumerism. Therefore, this book – and literature of this 

sort – will be of rare occurrence in this project. 

    In addition, data like this contains a great foundation to stand on as a base when 

researching about these hard-to-define terms, i.e. they have been used for gaining a grander 

understanding of the terms but will be used infrequently in this essay. 

 

Icelandic sources and literature 

Due to the Statistical bureau of Iceland, the compilation of numerical data has a fairly long 

and well-established history in Iceland.14 But one of the main problems that delayed the 

making of this essay was, in fact, poor accessibility to statistics and reliable numbers.  

Iceland has very detailed written sources about the Sagas and about their people in 

general, yet it was not until the end of the 50s that an independent research on private 

14  Hagskinna (1997), p. 30 
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consumption expenditure was first undertaken. This covered private expenditure in 1957-

1958 at current prices.15 In 1970, Eirika A. Friðriksdóttir conducted a paper on Icelandic 

private consumption. In this document, she states that, “there is very little information on 

stocks available, regular reports exist only on stocks of agricultural products”.16 The only 

existing reliable data on private consumption divided into other stocks than food products, 

etc. is from this time (the end of the 50s). No other estimations have been carried out.17 This 

depicts quite well how the lack of data can obstruct research on clothes consumption and 

textile handicraft. Therefore, no estimates on private consumption share of total GDP will be 

used in this essay to complement the picture of an emerging consumer society in Iceland. 

Prof. Guðmundur Jónsson also had this problem when he conducted his work on the 

Icelandic diet that took part in the book “Kultur och konsumtion i Norden 1750-1950”, stating 

that there is a serious lack of quantitative information regarding people’s living circumstances 

in Iceland.18 This matter was discussed during the 18th Nordic statistician meeting in 

Copenhagen. Surprisingly, the lack of statistical data wasn’t due to backwardness . The rapid 

development of the industrialization of the Nordic countries was, at times and in some areas, 

so fast that statisticians simply didn’t catch up. Society turned into something new, something 

that was less foreseeable than that of the 19th century.19 

   Although the Nordic tradition of having a centralized power verified and supervised 

everything that was going on in the society, the production of regular official statistics began 

concurrently with the government’s increasing preoccupation with furthering economic 

development in the country. Because of the significant status of the Nordic Protestant state 

governed church, sources of population data are rich in this region. Data about population 

numbers are unusually rich in Iceland and reach back three centuries, and church registers 

have been kept since the late seventeenth century.20 But still, during the first decades of the 

19th century in Iceland, as in Denmark, more advanced statistical production was at a low. 

During World War I, Iceland established its own statistical bureau, and mostly since then  

there are certain and reliable numbers to use for research in Iceland.  

15  Friðriksdóttir (1970), pp. 1, 2 
16  Ibid. 
17  Hagskinna (1997), pp. 714-717 
18  Jónsson (1997), p. 46 
19  Lundholm (1989), p. 17 
20  Hagskinna (1997), p. 45 
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Furthermore, production of statistics outside Statistics Iceland was modest until World 

War II. Wage and income statistics have been generally poor. But since 1945, external trade 

(export and import), population and price statistics have been given the most attention in 

dealing with.21 The United Nations has also collected sources about Iceland that goes back as 

early as 1934 when it comes to external trade (although it is unclear whether there are 

Icelandic primary sources these numbers are built on or UN’s own data)22 and the Center for 

International Comparisons at the University of Pennsylvania (CICUP)23 has collected 

material on different variants of GDP measurements and estimates on the total consumption 

share of the GDP from 1950 and onwards.  

As the supply of quantitative data is meager, the quantity of qualitative data is plentiful: 

Iceland has a long tradition of writing; tales, life stories, and myths. Despite there being great 

resources for such data, there comes a problem when accessing it; most of it has been in its 

own language, Icelandic. 

Sometimes that information has been translated into Danish, but it is also sparse. It is, 

therefore, the book “Iceland’s 1100 Years” by Gunnar Karlsson has been so important. 

Another work that has been equally important, however written (mainly) in Swedish, is the 

book “Nordens Historia” by Harald Gustafson. Although aiming more on the history of the 

Scandinavian main lands (Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (and, at times, Finland), it is still 

an attempt to tell the history of the peripheries (Iceland, the Faroe Islands, and Greenland) as 

well (even though they are being dealt with a little bit in the background). Another author, 

also frequently quoted by the author Gunnar Karlsson, is Gylfi Gislason, who has written, 

among other things, the “The challenge of being an Icelander”.  

 

Literature on darning, mending, and knitting 

If one were to do a survey of the literature dealing with the Icelandic textile handicrafts, s/he 

would find that it’s impossible to write anything about the subject without mentioning Elsa E. 

Guðjónsson. She made such important contributions for the promotion of the subject, 

especially about tracking the history of different types of patterns and styles, in addition to  

21  Ibid. pp. 30-33 
22  Statistical Yearbook/Annuaire Statistique (1954), United Nations, p. 354 
23  http://pwt.econ.upenn.edu/php_site/pwt61_form.php, 2008-03-07 
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describing and telling the history of Icelandic darning, mending, and knitting. And since she 

was born in Iceland before the declaration of Iceland’s independence, she wrote perfect 

Danish and a lot of her work has been translated into other international languages as well, 

such as German, French, and English. Another book that takes up more economic aspects of 

the trade is the “Ull verður gull : saga ullariðnaðar Íslendinga á síðari hluta 19. aldar og 20. 

öld” by Magnús Guðmundsson. This 145 pages book is definitely a comprehensive 

description of the development of the textile trade and all its components in Iceland.  

It is hard to find studies that cover the history of textile trades in all their aspects, 

including the economic and social history of textiles, their technological development, design 

and conservation, etc. In Sweden, the Bohuslän County Museum has tried to cover the history 

of the region, including vast information about the textile trade and the handicraft in an 

economic contexture and there are several museums alike in England and in the US. There is 

also a selection of books on the international arena that are very good. To start with, the 

reverend Richard Rutt’s book “A history of Hand Knitting” is definitely something that 

contributed a lot to the field. It is a comprehensive study on the history of darning and 

mending – reaching back to the age of the early civilization of the Egyptians up to our days 

and beyond. Some books have also looked especially at the transition from hand-knitting 

industries to the bigger machine-driven industries. One example of that is from the book 

“Economic Policy and Projects” by scholar Dr. Joan Thirsk. The Development of a Consumer 

Society in Early Modern England.” that deals with rural industries like the knitting industry 

and its impact on the Industrial Revolution. Dr. Thirsk has done a lot to emphasize the 

significance of the early part of the Industrial revolution in England. She has written about 

many things that can be related to the subject, such as gender policies (inheritance customs, 

etcetera) and the role of industries in the rural economy, among them stocking knitting. 

 

Literature on curriculum theory and interpretation 

Perusing education sector documents involves analysis, interpretation and evaluation. In 

consequence, the researcher has to bring to the task a conceptual understanding and text 

interpretation strategies. This paper's strategy is to use content analysis in order to see the 

change of language through a period of time in official documents. There are two major 

Swedish scholars within the field of curriculum interpretation who have been used and have 
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influenced the approach to the data collection; Englund and Lundgren. They have specialized 

in the Swedish curriculum. Both of them stress the role of the state for general basic 

education and that this role influences the policy making for affecting the common society 

and future citizens. The core questions that have been asked during the work with this 

curricula could be the following: "Who says what, to whom, why, to what extent and with 

what effect?” There has, however, been less focus on the effects of the communication 

(policy makers - citizens) and more focus on the characteristics of the communication in 

order to trace the techniques of persuasion. However, it is also important to remember that 

policy makers and economic circumstances coincide - one did not create the other. The policy 

makers saw a need for a change in the policy given to the citizens and changed it, but it shall 

also be remembered that policy makers have the ability to speed up development towards a 

desirable goal. This argumentation will be further developed in the background- section. 

 

Source criticism 

There are a number of reasons of why consumption history is a relatively unexplored topic. 

Despite McKendrick’s efforts to trace the birth of a consumer society, mapping the 

historiography of consumption economic history is a relatively easy task and the field is 

largely preliminary. The biggest reasons why are empirical. 

As stated in the subchapter above, finding relevant material for the consumption history 

of Iceland is not easy, besides that of food production/consumption. Information is sparse and 

there are still severe problems remaining in tracking the distribution of goods in the sixteenth, 

seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries and tabulating their purchase and exchange. According 

to the Icelandic author Gylfi Gislason “there are no reliable estimates on economic growth in 

the first four decades of this (the last, A/N) century”.24 It is important for the reader to know 

that all estimates (if any) on population, demographic changes, construction (building) 

resources, and other numbers before the period near-World War II, must be taken with 

cautiousness.  

This essay’s estimates on Iceland’s GDP are built on Gísli Blöndal’s doctoral thesis 

(1965). There is another, also important, work on historical national accounting by Torfi 

24  Gíslason (1990), p. 51 
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Ásgeirsson (1992), which employs basically the same method as Blöndal does but Ásgeirsson 

has many some improvements on his/her earlier work, using better data, more precise 

definitions of components and more refined methods of calculation.25 Nevertheless, this essay 

will be based on Blöndal’s accounts. This is due to the fact that that his figures are for the 

period 1901-1960 and Ásgeirsson’s are only from 1901-1945. Therefore, the scope of 

Blöndal’s work and this essay coincide best with each other,. Hagskinna, the big compilation 

of Icelandic Historical Statistics (Hagstofa Íslands (Icelandic Statistics)) uses Torfi 

Ásgeirsson’s figures. This is probably due to the fact that they are more updated and some 

corrections have been done, but this essay’s main object is not to describe differences in 

Icelandic GDP. Numbers on GDP are only to supplement the facts about the development of 

Icelandic textile handicraft and its impact on the Icelandic society. In short, this information 

is only included to give the reader a better image of what was going on in Iceland during this 

time. Blöndal’s numbers might not be the latest update but the information taken from 

Blöndal’s thesis gives an idea of how GDP numbers have fluctuated (circ.) in Iceland during 

1901-1960. After a survey on both Ásgeirsson’s26 and Blöndal’s figures, it stands clear that 

the differences are not gigantic and either one is fine to use, depending more on what your 

final purpose is and what you want to discern with the help of this statistical data. A note of 

caution is also required concerning the level of aggregation because Blöndal’s figures (and 

Ásgeirsson’s as well) on output in agriculture and fisheries refer to gross output and not value 

added.  

 

The other type of materials used in this study as direct sources and not literature are 

curriculum and syllabi from the Icelandic schools. Due to the fact that they have not been 

modified since they first were printed, they have been regarded as very reliable material that  

show how society was back then - or at least what the politicians in the Al-þing desired it to 

be. 

 

 

25  Hagskinna (1997), p. 701 
26  Hagskinna (1997), p. 703 
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II Background 
Before examining the results of this research, it is important that the reader gets a brief 

explanation on the history of darning, mending, knitting, and other textile handicraft arts and 

its role in the development of a consumer society. Because of the scope of the research, it is 

also needed with a bit of insight in the impact of education policy-making in this background- 

section. Because this essay focuses on Iceland, it also contains a brief background on the 

history of the country.  

 

A history of darning, mending, and knitting 

Because the biggest changes in the late 18th century (the introduction of the emergence of an 

industrial “revolution”) were mainly in textile manufacturing, and this trade played an 

important role in the initial stage of this development, it is very important to look closer at 

this type of craft. The introduction of new technology (such as steam power) dramatically 

increased the production capacity of textile products. But what happened to the old fashion 

usage of the craft? 

In the pre-consumerist societies (despite having an élite who “consumed”) the majority 

of the population “subsisted”. That is, instead of being able to fulfill dreams and desires, 

people were too preoccupied just with staying alive.27 Therefore, in a historical context, the 

art of darning, mending, and knitting has been more of a survival behavior, in contrast to a so 

called consumer behavior. This art of survival reaches far back, and there is clear evidence 

that this might have existed even during the first civilizations, during the dawn of mankind. 

The earliest looped fabrics may have been produced in Scandinavia or in North Africa. 

Socks recovered from fourth century tombs in Egypt were made using a form of looping 

known as nalbinding (a Scandinavian loan-word). Nalbinding uses a single sewing needle to 

make the loops instead of two knitting needles. This technique has been used historically for 

footwear, gloves, and bags and carriers.28 Items like footwear and underwear were probably 

the most frequent garment people have been knitting and sewing on at home. Romano-

Egyptian hand-made socks that are dated from the fourth or fifth century AD (later Roman 

27  Housiaux et al (2003), p. 8 
28  Rutt (1987), pp. 8-9 
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period) have been found in Egypt. They were made of wool and produced by nalbinding.29 

As the this society’s economy developed, domestic traditions like knitting followed 

along. Early industries during the initial part of the Industrial Revolution in England often 

dealt with textile trade and knitting was an important part of it. The trade provided at least 

part-time employment for rural people . According to Dr. Thirsk, this contribution was 

twofold: the trade provided them with an income that could be used to buy consumer goods 

(which means that they had the means to consume), and they themselves provided the 

consumer society with more goods that could be a commodity to be bought and sold.30 Both 

of these factors played an essential part in the development of a consumer society.  

Socks and stockings were the most frequently hand-knitted garment from the beginning 

of knitting history until the 1950s.31 These were also the most frequently used and ought to be 

considered one of the most basic everyday commodities when it comes to garments. But as 

Reverend Richard Rutt is mentioning in his book “A history of Hand Knitting” the usage of 

handmade socks and stockings suddenly faded away. Why? 

 

A good example of this development can be depicted by a situation that took place in the first 

part of the 20th century in the Swedish county Bohuslän, a region famous for its knitting 

history. The depression during the thirties hit the Bohuslän quarries particularly hard and 

resulted in high unemployment and hardship among the stonecutters. Due to these 

circumstances, a home-based knitting industry was set up. This took a social responsibility. 

The people working with this project traveled out to the poor in the rural areas in Bohuslän 

and taught them how to knit using the knitting curriculum that was organized. The very same 

thing that Dr. Joan Thirsk pointed out was exemplified in Bohuslän; the stonecutters suddenly 

got an income and they also got consumer goods that they, themselves, had produced. A 

disaster was avoided and it turned out that the former stonecutters and their families didn’t 

have to starve to death after all. 32  

Things changed, however, after World War II. The number of knitters employed 

diminished in the sixties and then the Bohuslän Knitting Factory finally ceased its production 

29  Rutt (1987),  p. 31 
30  Weinzierl (1979) (review on Thirsk), pp. 802-803 
31  Rutt (1987), p. 161 
32  http://www.bohusmus.se/bohusmus/wwwbohusmus/utland/Knitting.htm AND 
http://www.bohusmus.se/, 2008-03-07 
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and its knitting courses. Times were all of a sudden “too good”: The economic situation in 

Bohuslän had improved.33 One can see examples here of how knitting for practical purposes 

was intended to help poor people and that it counteracted the effects of a dire economic 

situation. 34  

Today, this history is lost. There are not many people in our modern society who can re-

heel shoes without referring to a book or looking up instructions on the Internet. Rev. Rutt 

calls this “the end of hand-knitted stockings” and is blaming this change on the cheapness of 

machine-knit stockings, especially those that are produced in low-wage regions such as East 

Asia. This, according to Rev. Rutt, has finally banished the home-made stocking. And this is 

due to the fact that making stockings (and re-heeling shoes or patching jackets etcetera) has 

always been rather dull work, according to him. “Today’s knitter expects more pleasure from 

the craft”, he says – meaning, that darning, mending and knitting have turned beyond being a 

practical and tedious task into being a hobby among others (like having a stamp collection or 

painting miniature fantasy figures). Cheap, machine-knitted goods from Taiwan, Hong Kong 

and Korea ensure today that no one needs to knit in order to keep clothed. Hand knitting has 

only moved “upmarket”, he concludes.35 

 

So, due to dropping production costs and better accessibility to material etcetera, plus 

technological progress and innovation, the production of clothes could be carried out much 

more cheaply and, also, much faster than ever before. As mentioned before, few places 

remain today where people do not wear items of cheap, mass-produced clothing. When it is 

cheaper to buy new and easier to throw away old clothing, rather than mending and darning 

on your old clothes, the foundation for having a non-consumerist manner, i.e. darning your 

old socks instead of buying new ones, disappears and society transforms.  

 

1) As the Bohuslän and World War II-Britain example depicted, a rough economic situation  

causes people to need darning, mending and knitting as a mean of survival.  

2) When the situation improves (e.g. people afford better living conditions), that trend will 

diminish and then suddenly disappear.  

33  Ibid. 
34  Rutt (1987), p. 148 
35  Ibid. p. 161 
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The impact of education policy-making 

What could be said generally about education policies and its impact on both economic and 

societal change and also development is that they do affect the society. Furthermore, and 

more importantly, they are indications of where the society is heading and what direction is to 

be desired. 

 

Education policies do not create wealth, economic growth, or, in other ways, the foundation 

for a consumer society; instead, they create and form improved curriculum: one that is more 

gender-neutral and less sexist; and that focuses on teaching students meaningful hobbies and 

character development. Instead of having to learn how to be an active part of the unpaid labor 

force at home, work is taught as an indicator of positive economic growth for the society in 

question. The basic idea of this philosophy is that a country that is getting richer is also 

getting more democratic and needs to increase civic participation in governing the country. 

That is to say, the citizens are better off and are therefore able to concentrate on other things 

than staying alive. This means, in practice, that the state and its government - which different 

bodies crave intelligent and modern people who are able to handle the rudder - want to 

encourage personal thought and personal development. 

 

On the other hand, education policy change is not only a reflection of changes in economy 

and the society, but are also small manifestations that define and protect an order or a way of 

acting and thinking that the current government wants to maintain and encourage. It seems 

likely that education policy change is, first and foremost, an indication of where the society is 

at the moment the policy was written down, in addition to it being an indication of where the 

people in charge want(ed) society to be tomorrow. 

 

The history of Iceland 

“In early times, say the Icelandic chronicles, men from the Western Islands came to live in this 
country, and when they departed, left behind them crosses, bells and other objects used in the practice 
of sorcery. From Latin sources may be learned the names of those who sailed here from the Western 

Islands in the early days of the Papacy. Their leader was Kolumkilli the Irish, a sorcerer of wide 
repute. In those days there was great fertility of the soil in Iceland. But when the Norsemen came to 
settle here the western sorcerers were forced to flee the land, and old writings say that Kolumkilli, 

determined on revenge, laid a curse on the invaders, searing that they would never prosper here, and 
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more in the same spirit, much of which has since, to all appearances, been fulfilled.”36 
 
This is the opening paragraph in Halldor Laxness’ magnum opus, “Independent People”, or 

“Sjálfstætt fólk”. Although nowadays it might not be quite as harsh to live on the island with 

all its latest conveniences and modern cons, living conditions have been unbearable most of 

the time. And this “modern age” is indeed modern, not even a generation old. 

The photograph below depicts a group of young women washing fish, a common 

occupation for women. It is shot around 1907 – which is the same year as the Danish King’s 

visit to the island to see his far-distant colony. 

 
Img I. The Icelandic National Museum, photo, “Kongens ankomst 1907 – Kong Frederik VIII’s besøg i Island 

sommeren 1907, Udstilling i Islands Nationalbibliotek 31. maj – 1. september 2007, p. 21”  

 

 

At the turn of the last century in Iceland, around the same time when the photograph on page 

30 was taken (and the same time when this paper has its point of departure), there were about 

78,08537 people living in Iceland. At the turn of the tenth century, more than a hundred years 

after the first settlement, the Icelandic population is estimated at around 70,000. Evidentially, 

36  Laxness (1934) p. 11 
37  http://www.statice.is/, 2008-02-20 
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900 years later, the size of the population was virtually the same.38 This is remarkable. It is, 

therefore, not a coincidence that most work that deals with Icelandic history goes with witty 

titles like “The challenge of being an Icelander”39 or “Iceland’s 1100 years – history of a 

Marginal Society”40. Even though Gunnar Karlsson proudly states in his “Iceland’s 1100 

years” that “it is definitely not true that ancient Nordic culture in Iceland had been kept deep-

frozen for centuries as the young Danish romantic Orla Lehmann maintained …”41, Iceland 

was both economically and demographically pretty much the same the year 1000 and the year 

1900. The march of civilization was developed at a snail’s pace in comparison with other 

European countries, such as England or France. 

Throughout the 19th century, a large majority of Icelanders lived in so called turf houses. 

Even as late as 1910, when statistical information started to be available about the whole 

country, over 50 % of the dwelling-houses were still turf houses, and 40 % were made of 

timber and less than 4 % of stone or concrete.42 The people living on the island were mostly 

poor farmers and fishermen, who used, more or less, the same methods and implements as 

those of the first settlers. Farming was still the main occupation with some 80 % of the 

population living in rural areas.43 In 1901, there were 6 682 people living in the capital area, 

that is 8,5 % of the total population (78 470) during this time. 44  

Most of these farmers and fishermen knew, of course, little of the world outside their 

own sparsely populated countryside, and the city that they had definitely did not provide the 

features that a city needs to have in order to be called a real capital. In 1904, the autonomy of 

Iceland was as extended as could be for a vassal state. In the shift of the last century, the 

system of having a Danish landshøvding (roughly translated, country governor) came to an 

end and Iceland and Denmark agreed to have a system with a Danish executive answerable to 

the parliament (the reconstructed Al-þing).45 Under the surface of being a marginalized 

society in the middle of nowhere, many things were actually taking place. For the first time in 

Iceland’s history, development was something noticeable and less abstract. Politically, as 

38  Sigurðsson (1977), p. 3 
39  Gíslason (1990) 
40  Karlsson (2000) 
41  Ibid. p. 248 
42  Ibid. p. 249 
43  Gíslason (1990), p. 51 
44  Hagskinna (1997), pp. 64, 65, 66, 67 
45  Gustafson (1997), p. 208 
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mentioned above, Iceland was fighting for independence from Denmark and Icelandic 

families were taking over commerce, the fishing industry, and the administration of Danish 

merchants. Never mind the many poor; there were a few wealthy people in the country during 

this time, especially a decade into the last century. A new bourgeoisie was formed and 

shaped, and it was characterized by optimism and enterprise.46 The richest merchants, such as 

Ásgeir Ásgeirsson in Ísafjörður, who owned up to sixteen decked fishing vessels, controlled 

more property than anyone else.47 These bourgeois families, although extremely few in 

numbers, were a subject many Icelandic photographers and artists had specialized to depict in 

early in the century. It was now, during the World War I- period (that, measured with 

international measuring-tape, barely affected Iceland at all), that the nationalistic “Icelandic 

ideal” was staged: an elegant interior décor with heavy bourgeois furniture and walls, covered 

with landscape paintings of Icelandic motives; but also, if any, large lamps and even radiators 

that would depict the new geothermal space heating. All of these consumer goods serve as a 

symbol for the Icelandic national independence.48 

 

46  Sigurjónsdóttir (2001), p. 55 
47  Karlsson (2000), p. 254 
48  Sigurjónsdóttir (2001), p. 57 
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Img II. Iceland Review, photo collection by Sigríður Zoëga, “A photograph of the living room in the house of 

Hallgrímur Benediktsson, Icelandic business entrepreneur, Sigríður Zoëga – ljósmyndari í Reykjavík, 

Þjóðminjasafn Islands, Reykjavik 2000”  

 

Iceland, with its strategic position in the middle of the Atlantic ocean, soon became an 

important actor for the Allied forces during World War II after Great Britain occupied the 

country on the 10 May 1940. The US took over the military responsibility in Iceland in 1941, 

and the military base in Keflavik was formed. This meant a great increase in demand of labor 

in Iceland, when the military needed lodgings, roads, ports, and airports. Unemployment 

became almost non-existent and the fish export industry also experienced its golden years.49 

In the early aftermath of World War II, the capital and its neighboring districts 

(Hafnarfjörður, Garðabær, and Kópavogur) had grown tremendously (by Icelandic standards). 

All together, the region was inhabited by some 62 274 people (or 43 %) at that time, and the 

total size of the population was 144 293.50 This urbanization trend can be spotted in the 

49  Gustafson (1997), pp. 242, 243 
50  Hagskinna (1997), pp. 64, 65, 66, 67 
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diagram that follows on page 39. It shows that urbanization in Iceland was fairly non-existent 

until 1940-1950. Together with many other developments it is noticeable that Reykjavik 

started to become a real capital of a nation (and not just a tributary state) during the first 

decades of the 20th century. This was mostly due to the growing industrialization of the 

fishery industry, which profit, as explained in the passage above, grew tremendously during 

the 1930-40s. This led to a greater need for more manpower near the capital region, resulting 

to the growth of Reykjavik. Today, it is quite interesting to see that Iceland has become more 

and more of a city-state, with around 60-70 % of the population living in or close to the 

capital area. 

 
Chart I. Chart made by numbers from “Hagskinna, Statistics Iceland”. Ch. 2 "The Icelandic population 1703 - 

2000" 

 

It was also during this time, according to Guðmundur Jónsson et al, that the consumer society 

as we know it emerged in Iceland;51 however, even during this time, preparing any sort of 

exotic food involved buying pasta, foreign fashion was a pair of overpriced imported Levi’s, 

and the most popular jewelry was made from polished lava stones.52 But consumerism had 

started to get its grip over the Icelanders and fashion and consumer products started to reach 

out to the bigger whole of the populace, not only to the blessed few in the higher upper-

51  Jónsson (2006), pp. 76-78 
52  Reid (2007), p. 37 
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classes, such as some of the luckier chieftains in the year 1000 and/or the few business 

entrepreneurs in the first decades of the 20th century.  

According to Gunnar Karlsson, this depopulation of the countryside had taken place due 

to the expansion of trade, in addition to the introduction of decked vessels in fishing. Before 

this, Icelandic men had been fishing as they always had – in open rowing boats.53 Now, the 

benefits and profits with this industry had improved so much so people moved to Reykjavik 

to get a share of it (which is depicted in the population numbers presented above).  

As far as it can be judged, fishery was predominantly a man’s trade. This accounts for 

difference between men and women in population numbers – there were far more females 

than males on the island until fairly recently in Icelandic history. The reason why there have 

been so many more females than males can be explained by the main occupation available to 

men. This trade meant hard work under harsh conditions, which led to many deaths by 

drowning. This is exemplified by the fact that the first systematic records over causes of death 

were carried out in order to see how many had been dying at sea.54 In 1700, 165 men - 0,33 % 

of Iceland's population at that time according to Hagskinna - drowned on the same day.55 The 

women and the girls stayed home. This doesn’t mean, however, that women’s labor was an 

easy thing (as seen on image 1 - but definitely less risky. Their job was, apart from washing 

fish, to dry and repair clothes to the men for the next day.56 Their main occupation was to 

darn, to mend, and to knit – precisely these handicraft tasks this essay is dealing with. 

A natural source of supply – the Icelandic sheep 

Because of the harsh climate and the fact that the Icelandic soil was always difficult or even 

impossible to cultivate, Icelandic farming was based on sheep-breeding, which made the 

material to knit easily accessible. Icelandic sheep-breeding goes back to the time of the 

settlement. The Icelandic sheep have evolved over 1,100 years under difficult farming 

conditions in Iceland. The breed, originally the North European Short Tailed sheep, was 

brought to Iceland by the Vikings. Without them, the Icelanders would not have survived 

throughout centuries of hardship on an isolated island so highly located up north. The sheep 

industry has always been an important industry for the country and mutton and fiber 

53  Karlsson (2000), p. 239 
54  Hagskinna (1997), p. 48 
55  Karlsson (2000), p. 239 
56  Jónsson (1981), pp. 32 
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production have been the main agricultural outcomes together with fishery. As in all poor 

societies, the entire animal was used, not just the flesh (for mutton). The bones for instance 

were used in a special game, popular among Icelandic children, called “vala bein” (knee 

bone).57 Nothing went to waste. The sheep sure has been a necessity for survival on the 

island, providing generations of Icelanders not only with food but also with a natural supply – 

the wool – in order to make clothes for protection from the biting cold. 

 

Iceland and the importance of the textile handicraft 
The harsh climate of Iceland has given way to the demand for warm, cheap clothes. It is 

understandable that it was urgent to knit a lot of new clothes before the age of mass-produced 

clothing, and to darn and mend on what you already had so they would last longer. If they 

hadn’t – they’d most certainly die a gruesome death by frostbite. This can be depicted in old 

traditional Icelandic songs, where they sing about the importance of working those knitting 

needles and crochet hooks – or else they’ll die. The most famous one is a Christmas/Yule58 

(Isl. “jól”)- song about the Yule cat (Isl. “Jólakötturinn”). The song is about the Yule Cat that 

will eat those who do not get a new pair of clothes for Yule. It may sound strange that the 

deprived ones will also become the ones getting killed, but this song is just about how the 

economic circumstances were during this time – Icelanders needed to finish all work with the 

autumn wool before Yule. The Yule was celebrated during that time when it started to get 

seriously cold outside. If they didn’t finish, they wouldn’t have anything to shield themselves  

from the wintry weather. Thus, the Yule Cat was probably used as an incentive to get people 

to work harder (or as a metaphor for the cold that will come and bite you, the so called 

frostbite).59 Nowhere other than in the North of the world, it would seem, has nature enforced 

more rigorously the dictum that only the fittest shall survive.  

 

 

57  Sveinbjanardottir (2007), pp. 15-20 
58  “Yule” is the English translation of the pre-Christian midwinter celebration, jól, which was a 
part of the Old Norse religion – Ásatrú or Forn Siðr. The terms are nowadays, colloquially, used 
interchangeably, but this winter festival will from henceforth be referred to as “the yule” in this essay (A/N). 
59  Jóhannes úr Kötlum (1932), pp. 21-24 
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III Results 
Here, the results of this paper will be presented. First, there will be an exposition of the 

material and data that has been found about the development of the Icelandic needlework 

education and its importance for the common Icelander and his/her own economic needs. 

Lastly, in this chapter, this data will be complemented with statistics on an over-all change in 

GDP (1901-1960), total trade import (1934-1953), and Icelandic unemployment rates (1929-

1955). 

In the subsequent chapter III “Discussion & Analysis”, these results will be thoroughly 

examined. 

 

The development of the Icelandic textile craft 

Textile handicrafts were seen mainly as “feminine art”. And although direct proof is scarce, 

few scholars doubt that women bore the chief responsibility for spinning and weaving in 

more primitive European societies. Through cross-cultural comparisons, it can be said that 

this also applies to Iceland .60 However, more practical textile work, such as darning socks, 

was also carried out by men (according to the scarce sources that exist). But as the fishing 

industry got more and more industrialized and more crew members were needed on sea, 

knitting, darning, and mending become an even more single-sexed occupation.61 And because 

knitting requires no major investment in equipment, even the poorest Icelanders, outlaws, and 

people who lived on isolated farms on the fringes of the habitable land knitted.62 

In the chapter giving information about the history of Iceland, it is mentioned that 

Iceland had a primitive barter economy during most of its inhabited history. In the same 

chapter, it is explained that Iceland also was an agricultural society until very late (at least 

well into the 20th century), and in the subchapter about the Icelandic sheep, it is said, that 

“Icelandic farming was based on sheep-breeding”. In other words, Iceland had a barter 

economy where woolen textile products had a huge value. This is also supported by the 

author Pam Dawson, an expert on knitting history and it’s social impact, who claims that, “as 

60  Jochens (1995), p. 141 
61  Þorsteinsdóttir, Sigurðardóttir (Hurgur og Hönd; 1984), p. 13 
62  http://www.thecollageboutique.com/catalog/index.php?cPath=66, 2008-05-11 
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early as 1581, tenants of the church-owned farms in Northern Iceland partly paid their rents 

with knitted stockings”63, and supports for this claim are to be found even further back in 

time in the old Icelandic Sagas by the Icelandic National scald/”historian”, Snorri Sturlason.64  

Because of the increase in sheep, Icelandic women evidently produced homespun items 

in such abundance that it became the common denominator of local exchanges and the 

medium in which fines, compensations, and land were expressed. It was also the reward for 

the most well- versed man of Icelandic law during the Icelandic Commonwealth period, the 

law speaker, to be given two hundred ells65 of homespun, in addition to half of the fines paid 

for designated crimes (see Grágás66 1a:209).67  

Of course there were also different types of textile handicraft and needlework. As it has 

been clarified above, spinning (homespun) and crocheting were really important, and only  

later on came the art of knitting.             

The technique of knitting was supposedly brought to Iceland by German, Dutch or 

English merchants in the Middle Ages and spread very quickly in the whole country.68 This 

might be true, because it seems that most older fashion trends that can be found in Iceland 

derives from the European continent (and not that much from Scandinavia).69 Before knitting, 

the simple method of using just a needle and thread was used.70 Once knitting got introduced, 

it quickly became established on the island and poverty-stricken families were quick to grasp 

the opportunity of earning an income in their own homes.71 The knitting equipment was not 

expensive and could be done by anyone with only some basic practice needed. It spread 

widely along the island as a result. Not only was knitting equipment cheap, but even the 

material used for needle working was easily obtained. Most Icelandic needlework until the 

beginning of the 20th century, however, was executed in homespun woolen yarn dyed with 

vegetable dyes. These woolen goods were of course rough and sturdy productions (well 

equipped for keeping the heat), and only occasionally was more luxurious material used, such 

63  Dawson, (1998), p.109 
64  See Jochens (1995), pp. 147-153 AND Bjarnadóttir, H. (1966), p. 16 
65  To convert ells into centimeters, simply multiply by 114.3, i.e. 200 x 114.3 = 22 860 cm = 
228,6 meter of homespun wool.  
66  The old Icelandic lawbook.  
67  Jochens (1995), p. 148 
68  Guðjónsson (1990), p. 2 and Þorsteinsdóttir, Sigurðardóttir (Hurgur og Hönd; 1984), p. 10 
69  Guðjónsson (2003), p. 8 
70  Guðmundsson (1988) p. 87 
71  Dawson, (1998), p. 6 
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as silk, linen, and metal thread.72 

But it was not only clothes that were knitted. And even though this essay deals more 

with this practical part of textile production, it is important to mention the following briefly:   

Other needlework and textile work types that were common and important for other 

reasons were, for instance, different types of embroidery. When the convents dissolved after 

the conversion to Lutheranism, the homes of high officials and people of wealth and 

education were the main centers of artistic needlework, which lasted well into the 19th 

century. Only the people who would have had the leisure and access to the materials needed 

to execute such work had the opportunity to do this.73 This was a starting point for more 

artistic usage of the wool, and it indicates that Icelanders, even though being well over the 

poverty line, have continued to spend time knitting, etc. and in more modern times, have done 

so as a leisure activity74. But during the beginning of the scope of this essay (i.e. the first part 

of the last century), knitting and textile handwork in general was considered something 

practical, everyday craft (and this had been the case ever since the colonization era). It would 

still take a while until it turned into a creative and beautiful art form for most of the 

population.75 This shift should also, of course, be seen as a shift towards a less poverty-

stricken society, where old customs for survival turn into traditions and national symbols. 

This was undoubtedly a change towards the beginning of a consumer society. 

 

As early as the fourteenth century, cloth woven from the local wool was one of the main 

exports of Iceland. Back then, as mentioned earlier, the textile was rough and homespun. 

However, during the later part of the Middle Ages (in the 16th century, more correctly), 

knitting appears to have been introduced and then the textile industry spread rapidly.76 

Overlapping with this event, the Icelandic export of textile products was increasing. 

According to Elsa Guðjónsson, the number of exported mittens in 1764 was at the modest 

rate of somewhere over 2.000 pairs, and in the year 1806 this number had increased to over 

80.000.77 This development might rest heavily upon the fact that before 1787, Iceland was 

72  Guðjónsson (2003), p.15 
73  Ibid, p. 53 
74  See Rev. Rutt’s theories on leisure/hobby knitting, pp. 27-28 in”A History of Hand Knitting” 
75  Dawson, (1998), p. 6 
76  Dawson, (1998), p. 109  
77  Guðjónsson (1990), p. 3 
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suffering under monopoly trade laws. However, after 1787 the institutional and legal 

restrictions on the trade gradually withered away and resulted in a free trade era in the mid 

part of the 19th century.78 This must have had a very positive impact on the growing Icelandic 

textile industry. Until this time, Icelanders could only sell their goods to or via the Danish 

Kingdom, because foreigners were not allowed in the Danish colonies up to this time.79 After 

this era, the textile industry was on a rise. 

According to Guðmundur Jónsson80, it was customary for the employer to provide his 

labor force with clothes, such as socks, shoes, etc. Yet, in the end of the 19th century this 

custom seems to have faded away and then the farmers and workers had to fix these things for 

themselves. The labor market also became even more segregated between women and men at 

that time, where women needed to stay home to dry and repair clothes to be used by their men  

on the next day.81 But it also seems that around the turn of the last century, the textile industry 

was under a huge development, one that would prove to be beneficial for Iceland’s women. 

It is believed that until after the first decades of the last century in Iceland, most knitted 

garments, such as sweaters, were hand knitted by women in their homes. However, with time  

knitting machines had become quite common in the Icelandic household. The first source of 

usage on such knitting-machines made for home usage can be traced until the 1920s. With the 

help of an educational magazine for housewives called “Hlín”, the practice of using this 

technique spread quickly.82 Around the 1930s, most clothes started to be made from real 

textile fabrics. Before this event, old garments were mended and darned (saumuð upp) and 

then re-utilized as fabric for new pairs of clothes.83 This change in production practice must, 

of course, also be seen as an indicator of a speedy development towards a consumer society. 

The custom of using machines was also adopted by the industry. Imitations of 

Hargreaves’ “Spinning Jenny” came to the island in 1885. It was imported from Copenhagen, 

Denmark and was bought at the low price (even for that time, apparently) of 150 Danish 

crowns. One of the entrepreneurs in the trade is claimed to have said, that “… of all machines 

these new times have brought to us is the spinning machine the one that will be the most 

78  Magnússon (1985), pp. 40-41 
79  Sigurðsson, J. (1845), pp. 90-92 
80  Sourced from Lovsamling XVIII, 549-553 
81  Jónsson (1981), pp. 32 
82  Guðjónsson (1990), p. 10 
83  Guðmundsson (1988) p. 93 (sourced from BKHÍ Guðbjörg Magnúsdóttir og Katrín 
Hrafnsdóttir: 1984, Fatagerð á Íslandi 1870-1945) 
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advantageous”.84 One should recall that this was also during a time when Iceland got its first 

fishing vessels (during the last three decades on the 19th century, to be exact), a development 

that propelled profit-sharing in the fishing industry.85 This depicts quite well how important 

this technological improvement of the textile production actually was for Iceland.  

 

In all, the development within the Icelandic textile industry created a better standard of living 

for people in general. In 1949, there were approximately around 500 girls who were working 

professionally in a textile factory (during this time there were 18 large-sized textile 

companies in Iceland) with the trade (additionally, women working at home with textiles are 

not included in this number).86 As in the case with Ireland and its Aran knitting87, knitting 

was an important factor in raising the standard of living in Iceland.88  

But in the second part of the 20th century, the industry started to decline. 1954 was the 

last year the spinning machine was made89, and during the end of the 50s the Icelandic hand-

knitted carpet industry started to lose profit. In the early 70s, four out of five companies 

within the industry had to close down. The competition had been too fierce from low-wage 

countries.90 The same trend could be spotted within the rest of the textile business where in 

the 70s and 80s, more than 400 women lost their jobs because of foreign competition.91 This 

coincided with the development that became "too good", exactly as in the example of 

Bohuslän, Sweden. And as in the example of Bohuslän, the decline of the trade was also here 

an indication of an improved economic situation for people in general. 

 The trade was, however, saved as a mean of increase in earnings for many women in 

Iceland because of the “invention” of the Icelandic “lopapeysa”92 in the 1950s. These “lopi” 

sweaters were only produced for selling , but some were also made as contemporary art. Most 

knitters re-used old Icelandic patterns, but mixed it up a little with foreign patterns to suit the 

84  Ibid. p. 76 
85  Gunnar Karlsson has even contributed a whole chapter only to these vessels, see Karlsson 
(2003), p. 239 (The Age of Decked Fishing Vessels) 
86  Guðmundsson (1988), p. 94 
87  Dawson, (1998), p. 49 
88  Guðmundsson (1988), pp. 92-93 
89  Ibid. p. 85 
90  Guðmundsson (1988), p. 252 
91  Guðmundsson (1988), p. 286 
92  For more information on how a lopapeysa looks like, please consult this webpage for 
illustrations and descriptions, http://www.handknit.is/en/user/cat/9, 2008-03-07 (the Heimilisiðnaðarfélag 
Íslands) 
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market better or simply just in order to be more creative.93 As quoted earlier by Rev. Rutt, 

national folk traditions have achieved a new popularity. Old knitting designs and forms have 

been revived, some modified to please more modern tastes.94 In other words, knitting, etc. in 

Iceland has now turned into a hobby among most people. It has, in the words of Rev. Rutt’s, 

only moved “upmarket”.95 

 

Textílmennt – needlework education in Iceland 

Either being an economic prerequisite for survival or carried out as a leisure activity for the 

upper classes, the study of textile handicraft was considered a necessary part in the 

upbringing of young girls. For instance, in the 17th century, there are sources that tells us 

about a Þorlákur Skúlason, bishop of Hólar, who is said to have sent for a governess from 

England in order for his only daughter, Elín, to receive the best possible training in the 

“feminine arts”.96  

It stands to reason that this was only a possibility for the opulent few, and not everyone 

could get their own private teacher from outside of Iceland. But due to the urgency of 

teaching the young ones the necessary techniques of knitting and fixing worn out clothes, 

home schooling was needed in practical crafts (and in the Lutheran religion (A/N)).  

The “kvöldvaka” should be given much credit for preserving Icelandic culture and 

serving as a non-standardized stand-in for a more general education system in pre-industrial 

Iceland. "Kvöldvaka", literally means "evening wake" and it was the period of the evening 

when household members were working together in the baðstofa97 (main room of the 

traditional Icelandic farmhouse). During this time, a member of the household read aloud or 

chanted rímur (akin to ballad poetry) while the rest were occupied with knitting, darning, 

spinning, and various other hand tasks supervised by the elders.98 During the “vökur”99, the 

family would gather around the fireplace and knit. To make the long winter –working hours 

easier and more amusing, the speed of knitting would be decided and determined by the 

93  Guðjónsson (1990), pp. 10-11 
94  http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-214392/Iceland, 2008-03-06 
95  Rutt (1987), p. 161 
96  Guðjónsson (2003), p. 53 
97  For more information on how the baðstofa looked like, see Bjarnadóttir, H. (1966), p. 8 
98  Koester (1995), p. 578 
99  http://iceland.spurl.net/tunga/VO/, 2008-03-02 (the nominative plural form of the noun “vaka”) 
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reader and his/her reading speed.100 The descriptions of these kvöldvökur are primarily 

recorded in autobiographical descriptions of farm life from the 18th through the 20th century, 

but there has also been other researching carried out about kvöldvökur. For instance, 

ethnologist Magnús Gíslason surveyed 68 elderly Icelanders in 1962 for his study on the 

kvöldvaka tradition. It showed that the kvöldvaka was an important part of the next 

generation’s education at the time.101  

 

Magnús Gíslason’s study concludes that it was during the kvöldvaka that the participators got 

their most important education, and not from the local priest or from the village school. This 

type of home education was taught by the mothers in the family, which gave them a central 

role of power in the Icelandic family.102 It might sound cruel in a more modern context, but 

during this time, children were never excluded from the labor force. Everybody had to 

contribute, especially when it came to knitting, darning, and mending.  

 

This situation is demonstrated well in the following stanza from an Icelandic rustic melody: :; 

When you turn four,  

you have to start to work. 

The most important lessons are three, 

to read, to knit, and to spin.103 

 

As development went on, this education became more institutionalized, and less of a cultural 

component. With the State-owned schooling, teaching in the home faded, and with the advent 

of radio in the first half of the 20th century, the kvöldvaka tradition died out.104 

 

During the first part of the 20th century, an act was validated (in 1936) that affirmed the 

subject “handavinna” (handicraft) as a subject among others. Before this, the institutionalized 

education in Iceland had been linked more onto hymn singing, as well as studying Icelandic 

100  Þorsteinsdóttir, Sigurðardóttir (Hurgur og Hönd; 1984), p. 11 
101  Koester (1995), p. 578 
102  Koester (1995), p. 578 
103  Þorsteinsdóttir, Sigurðardóttir (Hurgur og Hönd; 1984), p. 11 (Author’s own translation; 
directly translated, so, sadly, the rhyming melody didn’t follow.) 
104  Koester (1995), p. 580 
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and Danish laws and languages.105  

From the start, the handavinna- subject wasdivided between boys (handavinna drengja) 

and girls (handavinna stúlkna) – unsurprisingly, boys were supposed to practice skills in 

woodwork and technology and girls were supposed to practice knitting, darning, mending, 

and other textile handicrafts.106 It would not be until the curricula of 1975 and 1977 when 

unisex classes in handicraft teaching – both woodwork and needlework – were allowed 

(“stúlkur og drengir hafi jafnan rétt til names í smíði og hannyrðum” = “both girls and boys 

have the same right to practice both woodwork/carpentry and needlework”).107 Additionally, 

it wasn’t until the two syllabi in the 70s when the skill of darning and mending (Isl: 

“stoppa”108 and “sauma upp”) was definitely erased. This is a very important change in the 

usage of language by the policy makers in Iceland. This should also, in turn, be seen as a 

reflection on a changing economic reality. Directly after World War II, the new Icelandic 

state adopted a new curriculum for a new Icelandic school. This was, of course, important for 

an independent country to possess. The new curriculum (from 1948) contained a syllabus 

over the subject called “handavinna”. As mentioned above, it was built on very stereotypical 

images of females and men/ girls and boys, but it also contained information on how these 

two separate handavinna- subjects, i.e. the handavinna drengja and the handavinna stúlkna- 

subjects, were going to help in the homes – giving examples of how urgent it was for young 

girls to learn how to darn socks, for instance. In the edition from 1948, one of the main 

purposes (Isl: “tilgangur”) for the subject was to “gera við föt” (Eng: “to repair/to mend 

clothes”).109 At the tender age of 9, girls were supposed to learn how, “to crochet and knit, to 

darn and improve”.110 This would not have been the statement let it be the society would 

have been a consumer society. 

In 1960, a new syllabus for the handavinna- subject was carried out. As mentioned 

before, the gender segregation continued. Furthermore, one of the main purposes (Isl: in this 

edition and in all of the future curriculums “markmið”) for the subject of the 1960 edition was 

105  Námsstefna félags Íslenskra smíðakennara (1982), pp. 10, 15 
106  Drög að námsskrám fyrir barnaskóla og gagnfræðaskóla (1948), pp. 37-46 and Námsskrá fyrir 
nemendur á fræðsluskyldualdri (1960), pp. 53-60 
107  Um endurskoðun námsefnis í mynd- og handmennt (1975), p. 2 
108  Drög að námsskrám fyrir barnaskóla og gagnfræðaskóla (1948), p. 38 
109  Drög að námsskrám fyrir barnaskóla og gagnfræðaskóla (1948), p. 37 
110  Ibid. p. 38 
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to “kennt … viðgerðir á prónlesi” (Eng: “teach how to mend knitted garment”).111 The only 

things that had changed from the syllabus of 1948 were; 1) the girls were allowed to be 

children a little bit longer in the 1960 edition. For instance, in the 1948 version girls were 

supposed to start as early as age 9 to do more advanced practical housework and needlework, 

and yet at the same age in 1960, girls were supposed to do figures in colors with the help of 

potatoes, and it wasn’t until they were 12 that they were supposed to be taught the art of 

darning and mending; 2)the syllabus had become more detailed; and 3) the syllabi were even 

more stereotypical (perhaps due to the fact that this version was more detailed) and one of the 

first sentences that argue in the “markmið”- section for why this subject is important states 

that, “they [girls/females] need to learn to achieve workmanship and a sense of 

professionalism in every task they do (at home), let it be taking care of necessities such as 

mending clothes or the embellishment of the home”.112  

It was not until the early 70s that a radical change took place. In the end of 1971, a 

committee was formed by the Althingi to discuss possibilities to reform the syllabus for the 

handavinna- subject. Here they stated that the next subject in handicrafts should be for both 

girls and boys and they also changed its name to “Mynd- og handmenntir”. 113 “Mynd” 

literally translates to “picture” in English, but means that art education should be an 

integrated part from now on in this education. The change of words from “handavinna” into 

“handmenntir” is also of significance because the first word is closer to translate into “hand 

work” and the other one into “hand arts”114. The first word expresses labor – a practical job 

that needs to be taken care of. Meanwhile, “handmenntir” means that the students should 

develop their artistic side and show their creativity . It stands clear that this is a real 

breakthrough for the thought of consumerism in Iceland. 

This is also being substantiated in the syllabus from 1977, where it says in the 

“markmið”- section that the main purposes for the subject are, “to practice creativity, self-

confidence, and to practice independent work”, “to foster the ability to co-operate with 

others”, and most importantly (for this essay), “to rouse interest for a creative hobby/leisure 

activity (tómstundastarfi)”.115 In the current (2008) curriculum, the focus on 

111  Námsskrá fyrir nemendur á fræðsluskyldualdri (1960), p. 53 
112  Ibid. p. 38 
113  Um endurskoðun námsefnis í mynd- og handmennt (1975), p. 1 
114  http://www.ordabok.is, 2008-03-07 
115  Aðalnámskrá Grunnskóla – Mynd- og handmennt (1977), p.2 
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“tómstundastarfi” is also present, but the center of the document is the devotion to maintain a 

knitting subject as a means of cultural maintenance and protection.116 And as far as textual 

analysis goes, this is an extremely important change that demonstrates how policy makers see 

other needs now in this edition for future Icelandic families now when society has become 

richer. The transit for the textile craft was finished. It had developed from being a tool for 

poor people’s survival to become a hobby among others. 

 
 
 

116  http://www.ismennt.is/vefir/namskra/g/listir/textilmennt/inngangur.html, 2008-03-07 
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A research on national income, unemployment and import trade 
Why is it then a good idea to complete this survey with a presentation on the development of 

national income/GDP? The answer is simple; economic growth and national prosperity go 

hand in hand with other factors, such as estimated average length of life117 but also with 

consumer spending. Likewise, consumer spending is a reflection of rising living standards 

and low unemployment rates.118 Therefore, it is important to display this data (on GDP 

growth and unemployment rates) in order to depict the increasing living standard and, 

evidentially, that this development was coinciding with the development of the needlework 

education. 

But a consumer society also demands an open economy where the citizens are given the 

right to spend and consume. Since an open economy (a consumer society) consumes both 

domestic and imported goods, it is quite natural that differences will be seen in numbers on 

import trade during the time the shift from a non-consumerist society (a less-opened 

economy119) to a consumer society (an open economy) occurred. 

 

An overall change in national income 

Blöndal’s estimates are on Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in both current and constant 

prices. Both indicators are shown in order to give a better understanding to the reader about 

the overall change plus the divergences in current and constant prices. This means that his 

numbers show the total value produced within Iceland. According to his numbers, however 

studied with caution, forming the Icelandic industrialization and struggling to create a 

sustainable growth were not easy tasks. The first four decades of the last century delivered 

very little sustainable growth. If the graph is studied decade by decade, it is noticeable that 

between the years 1920 and 1930 Iceland even had a negative growth. If we compare the 

increase between 1910-1920 and 1930-1940, the increase of economic growth is exactly on 

the same low level (103 million kronur (- %) in current prices. What we are able to see 

though in the graph indicating the constant price index, in the 1940s and 1950s, Icelandic 

economy was able to uphold a lasting economic growth. But the biggest increases were still 

117  Segerfeldt & Wallen (2004), p. 8 
118  http://tutor2u.net/economics/revision-notes/as-macro-national-income.html, 2008-03-02 
119  Of varying degrees. 
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in the beginning of the 50s when the increase in growth was on extremely high level 

compared to before. This trend also coincides with other trends that took place then and have 

been mentioned earlier on (for instance, the closure of the Húsmædraskólar, the decline of 

old-fashioned industries like the hand-knitted carpet industry that started to loose profit 

around then, and the specialization of the textile market – the “invention” of the lopapeysa). 
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Chart II. Chart made from numbers in “The development of public expenditure in relation to national income in 

Iceland” (1965).Blöndal, G., p. 306 “National Income in Iceland - million Icelandic kronur 1901 - 1960 (current 

prices).”  

 
 
Current price figures show data where the value for each item is expressed in terms of the 

prices in that period. Therefore it will also be a requisite to depict the development also in 

real value. Constant pricing (which indicates real value) allow figures to be represented so 

that the effects of inflation are removed. The values for each time period are expressed in 

terms of the prices in the same base period. 
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As we can see from the chart below, the difference becomes a bit diverge in constant prices, 
per capita.  
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Chart III. Chart made from numbers in “The development of public expenditure in relation to national income 

in Iceland” (1965).Blöndal, G., p. 307 “National Income in Iceland - million Icelandic kronur 1890 - 1960 
(constant prices, 1945=100).” 
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Icelandic unemployment  

Due to the very harsh climate, Icelanders have always been forced to struggle hard in order to 

stay alive. As mentioned earlier, everyone was needed to work – even children (as in all pre-

industrial societies). Everybody had to contribute, especially when it came to knitting, 

darning, and mending. Also, because the population had been brought down by drowning, 

natural disasters, and plagues, there was always a need for workforce. But what were they 

occupied with? 

As in all pre-industrial societies, it was the countryside that stood for most of the 

production in Iceland before its industrialization. In Iceland, as already mentioned, farming 

and fishing has always been mixed up together, even in the numbers in “Hagstofa”, mostly 

due to the fact that these two occupations have been running together most of the time in 

Icelandic history. As depicted in chart III below, the biggest shift for the labor force was in 

the 1950s. After this, the industrialization of Iceland was almost complete and farming and 

fishing were no longer the main occupations for the people living in Iceland. This shift also 

coincides with earlier data that states it was something happening in Iceland in the late 1940s- 

beginning of the 1950s. 
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Chart IV. Chart made by numbers from “Hagskinna, Statistics Iceland”. Ch. 3 "Structure of employment, 1890-

1990" 

 

Iceland, with its strategic position in the middle of the Atlantic ocean, became an important 

actor for the Allied forces during World War II after Great Britain occupied the country on 

the 10th of May in 1940. The US took over the military responsibility in Iceland in 1941, and 

the military base in Keflavik was formed. This meant a great increase in demand for labor in 

Iceland, when the military needed lodgings, roads, ports, and airports. According to Harald 

Gustafson, unemployment in Iceland became almost non-existent.120  

As seen below in chart VI, it might even be that Iceland successfully reached the 

incredible level of full employment during the initial years of the occupation of the island 

(1941 and 1942). This would, of course, also depict the heavy increase in economic growth. 

Strangely though, it seems that the unemployment rate was skyrocketing after the war (from 

61 in 1949 to 147 people being unemployed in Reykjavik in 1950). Then in 1953, the 

numbers went down again, reaching the very low number of two people being unemployed in 

the Reykjavik area in 1955. Why this is so is, however, hard to explain. 

120  Gustafson (1997), pp. 242, 243 
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Chart V. Chart made by numbers from “Hagskinna, Statistics Iceland”. Ch. 3 "Registered unemployment 1929-

1955, number of persons unemployed"121 
 

 

In Iceland, registered unemployment is not collected nationally until 1956 - only in the 

Reykjavik region (which we can examine above). Therefore, numbers regarding this cannot 

go any further back in time on a national level and the chart would get distorted if one would 

combine national level estimations with the collection from only the Reykjavik area. 

121  All numbers about unemployment rates until 1965 refer only to the Reykjavik region and 
environs in the Icelandic collected sources. 
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Icelandic policies regarding consumerism 

Iceland has had much experience of both free trade and economic oppression/protectionism. 

The Danish crown has repeatedly tried to stop foreign trade in Iceland during its history, 

although most of the time lacked the naval military power with which to defend its remote 

possession. This protectionist policy by the Danes erupted in the mercantilist trade monopoly 

of 1602, which would last for 186 years.122 

As mentioned in the introduction to this subchapter - a consumer society demands an 

open economy where the citizens are given the right to spend and consume. It is, therefore, 

likely that a steady increase of imported goods would indicate a turn towards a more 

consumer-friendly society. 

As seen in the numbers from the United Nations Yearbook of International Trade 

Statistics 1955 and the United Nations Statistical Yearbook/Annuaire Statistique 1954 (sixth 

issue), there was an enormous increase in both imports and exports. The number of exports is 

a good marker to use when identifying the emergence of the industrial revolution. The export 

trade with the world completely exploded in the 50s. The fact that this is a marker of growing 

industrialization can also be supplemented with the notion that it was not until the 1950s in 

Iceland that tractors replaced horses on the country side.123 

But it is, indeed, within the import rates where one can see the most radical changes. In 

a period of only 20 years, Icelandic import of goods from other countries went from 51.7 

million króna to 1 111.3 million króna in 1953. This is a growth factor of 20 (i.e. a growth 

with ca. 1900 %). This would definitely depict the development that Iceland was turning into 

an open consumer society with both foreign and domestic products to consume.  

One very important impact on the development of the Icelandic consumer society was 

the “haftatíma” - the restriction era - that hindered an earlier breakthrough of consumerism in 

Iceland. This was a time under which the Icelandic government protected the Icelandic 

consumers from themselves and used product rationing and import restrictions to do so. It is 

hard to measure the exact impact of the bans and restrictions, and as seen below in charter IX, 

import trade grew immensely during the 1950s despite this policy. With the numbers given 

below, one may assume that it was because of the immense growth and the changing local 

122  Karlsson (2000), p. 139 
123  Ibid. p. 291 
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preconditions that followed that forced the Icelandic government to let go of the policy of 

product rationing, etc. And this might very well be true, due to the fact that the “haftatíma” 

ended in 1960 and Iceland could start to develop towards being a consumer society.124 
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Chart VI. Chart made from numbers in “United Nations Statistical Yearbook/Annuaire Statistique 1954 (sixth 

issue)” (1954). Prepared by the Statistical Office of the United Nations, New York, p. 354 “External trade 

(Iceland - Islande) Import and Export 1934 - 1953”  

 

124  Jónsson (2006), p. 78 
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IV Discussion & Analysis 
The main theory for the analysis is the assumption that the development of needlework 

education interacts and interconnects with consumption patterns. The “use-and-throw-away-

mentality” is contrastive to the recycling-mentality that would be normalized thinking among 

citizens in a non-consumerist society. Here, the interpretation of Icelandic syllabi of the 

subject “textilmennt” has been used frequently. The assumption has been that the syllabi and 

the curricula mirror how the Icelandic policy makers viewed their contemporary society and 

its needs. And their view reflects well where the society was heading towards (or maybe, 

more correctly, where they wanted society to head towards). 

This paper has tried to and, hopefully also, according to the reader, successfully 

responded these three following questions; 

 
1. How has the needlecraft education changed and developed during the 20th century in 
Iceland? What is there to learn from this development? 
 

2. Does this trend coincide with other transits within society, i.e. other policies regarding 
consumption, a general increase in people’s standard of living, etc.? 
 

3. This paper is based on the assumption that the development of needlework education 
interacts and interconnects with consumption patterns. After an exposition of the data 
estimated for the study, can this assumption be said to be valid? 
 

First, it was necessary to explain the differences between a consumer society and the non-

consumer society. Therefore, a maxim was used by the French philosopher Roland Barthes, 

who states in his book “Fashion System” (that deals with both consumerism and clothing) the 

following;  

 

Before the industrialization of the textile handicraft,  

 

"clothing would be bought (and produced) only at the very slow rate of its 

dilapidation".125 

125  Barthes (1983), p. 3 
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This proved to interconnect with the explanation given linguistically by the Swedish term, 

“slit-och-slängmentaliteten – the “throw-away-and-buy-new”- society.  

In the result section, information about the development of the needlework education 

(handavinna/handmennt/textílmennt), in order to see how society’s attitude towards practical 

traditional housework with textiles had shifted, was given. 

The study on the education and the textile craft in Iceland, in general, was then 

supplemented with a presentation on Gross Domestic Product (GDP), policies on consumer 

goods, and unemployment rates for the period of time in question in order to see if the 

development of needlework education interacted and interconnected with consumption 

patterns in Iceland. In order to depict how the market of consumer goods was developing, it 

was important to give numbers on the development of Icelandic external trade, import and 

export. 

 

The results have described how sheep-breeding and textile crafts have always been important 

for the island. Before its industrialization, Iceland had a barter economy, where woolen textile 

products had a huge impact. The reason for this was because of the plentiful supply of sheep, 

and not to mention, knitting equipment was cheap and easily accessible.  

The two major events (the growing commercialization of the craft and the importance of 

it for practical reasons) seem to have interconnected with each other in the end of the 19th 

century. Also during this time, knitting-machines and sewing-machines made their first 

appearance, although the development took quite some time in Iceland.  

This development within the textile craft seems to have coincided with the development 

of a franchise movement for women. Women's position in Icelandic society seems to have 

improved at the same rate as the development of the textile industry. But it was not until the 

1970s that this system changed; a change that quite interestingly coincides with the outcome 

of this paper’s assumption on when the Icelandic consumer society was ultimately formed. 

This raises, of course, an interesting question; is it a prerequisite for a consumer society to be 

built on equal opportunity between women and men, i.e. is it a must to have a foundation 

where spending power is not dependent on gender but on income? Can “traditional” nuclear 

family values be combined with a sustainable consumer society? Although these are 
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questions that are not being further examined in this text, this is of course a first-rate 

suggestion for future research on the subject. 

In the second part of the 20th century, the industry started to decline due to that the 

competition had been too fierce from low-wage countries. But this was/is only a sign of that 

the trade was ready to climb up and become more specialized. In Iceland, the trade was saved 

as a mean of increase in earnings for quite many women in Iceland because of the “invention” 

of the Icelandic “lopapeysa” in the 1950s. The "invention" of the lopapeysa came therefore in 

a suspiciously opportune moment for the Icelandic textile industry - it seems that the industry 

chose to specialize itself, deliberately. This also coincides with that the art of knitting 

developed, from being a dull and tedious task to be something that people did mostly for fun, 

i.e. a hobby among others. 

 

When studying the Icelandic syllabi for the subject of textílmennt, this development is a 

salient feature. When looking at the syllabus from 1948, the idea that this subject was to 

foster future housewives in the "female arts" is extremely prominent. It was also obvious that 

it was important to teach young girls to perform practical housework tasks. They were 

expected to learn by a very young age how to "crochet and knit, to darn and improve". Not 

very much was changed in the new syllabus of 1960 - the subject was still divided between 

craftworks for future males and craftworks for future females and one of the main points with 

the female subject was still to learn "how to mend knitted garment”. It was not until the early 

70s that a radical change took place and the skill of darning and mending was definitively 

erased. Instead, a totally new feature was given place in the syllabus. In the version of the 

1977 syllabus, it says that the main purpose is to, "rouse interest for a creative hobby/leisure 

activity (tómstundastarfi)". During this time, the subject also became available for both sexes. 

The development within the public schools also coincides with the development of the 

Housewife schools, that was an important part of Icelandic senior high education pre- WWII, 

but then rapidly declined in the post-war era. In the current (2008) curriculum, the focus on 

“tómstundastarfi” is also present, but the center of the document is the devotion to 

maintaining a knitting (and woodworking) subject as a means of cultural maintenance and 

protection.126 In such a short time span of only a little over 30 years, Icelandic textile 

126  http://www.ismennt.is/vefir/namskra/g/listir/textilmennt/inngangur.html, 2008-03-07 

 56 

                                                 



Uppsala University 
Department of Economic History 
Economic History D   
Carl-Mikael A. Teglund   
Spring 2011, Composition writing – MA-level 

handicraft education has, thus, moved from having a practical and anti-consumerist substance 

to a subject with a more recreational bent - and finally ending up being a subject for culture 

preservation. 

 

It is hard to say what came first; the economic development of the society towards a more 

consumerist culture, or the fact that the education in knitting and mending changed. There are 

no doubts that these two features coincided with each other and that they do indicate 

(especially when put together) an overall change of the mentality of the society as a whole. 

But it is very likely that government decree on the education sector postdated the 

development in the economy. Learning from history, we are able to see that this has 

frequently been the case. This is due to the fact that government regulation, and law- and 

policy making often fall behind in the development of changes in how ordinary people and 

the economy behave. For instance, education in basic macroeconoimics in Sweden on senior 

high school level, continued with teaching Keynesian theories well after Friedman's 

monetarist criticism of Keynes had been accepted and acknowledged amongst most leading 

researchers in Sweden at the time. But the other way around could also have happened. The 

reluctance of politicians and government policy makers could very well in contrast only 

indicate an overall dislike towards monetarism and its principles in Sweden, rather than an 

indication on slow governmentment policy making. It is seemingly difficult at least to claim 

that one came before the other. What is important is to state that there is a relation between 

policy making and a shift in the economy and that these factors do collide with each other and 

indicate a greater difference in the society. 

 

In the study on GDP, unemployment, and import trade, it is apparent that Iceland was 

struggling almost during the whole of the first part of the 20th century with an unstable 

economy, unable to sustain economic growth. It was not until the end of the war that Iceland 

was able to sustain its economic growth and raise its import rate. This interconnects with all 

of the other numbers given in this essay. It is also during this time that Iceland actually 

reached the level of full employment. This would be a suitable indication for an increasing 

living standard and national prosperity, but also that it led to Iceland finally opening up for 

the surrounding world (1960), thus achieving an open economy where citizens were given the 
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right to spend and consume. 

 

In conclusion, the research questions are answered by the data collected and the assumption 

that the education in needlework interconnects with the development of a consumer society. 
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V Conclusion 
This paper has shown that the development of needlework education interacted and 

interconnected with the development of the consumer society in Iceland. It was clear when 

studying the older curricula that language, aims, and goals changed drastically during the 

same time of emergence of the consumer society in Iceland. The argument for having 

needlework education in Iceland during the time before the breakthrough of consumerism is 

more closely linked towards the need of knowing basic, important domestic tasks – like 

mending and darning. As the situation in Iceland improved, the purpose of the education 

changed towards advocating a creative hobby/leisure activity (tómstundastarf) – for both 

sexes. Before this, the subject was only intended for females. However, due to the dilatoriness 

of government policy making shown at times in history (market and economic changes 

preceding government actions), it is quite challenging to be too self-assured using this data to 

indicate societal remake.  

 

If the presumption is correct, however, that changes in needlework education can be used to 

indicate societal remodeling, earlier investigation that would date the Icelandic consumer 

society till the period directly after World War II (i.e. “hagvaxtartíman”) cannot be 

considered entirely correct since the evidence from the needlework curricula depicts a 

somewhat later breakthrough. The spatial imprint of the development of the Icelandic 

educational system and the development of syllabi for the textile handicraft subject show that 

an established consumer society firstly can be found in Iceland somewhere between 1960 and 

1977, thus, slightly ensuing the most immediate period after the war. A society that educates 

its young ones to darn, mend, and knit with the explicit motive to help deprived homes, and 

states that this is a necessary virtue for future housewives cannot rightly be called a consumer 

society.  

 

Documents regarding the so called “haftatímanum”, the restriction era, were also important 

indicators to use to further strengthen this research's assumption that changes in the 

needlework education can be used in order to get a better understanding of how and when the 

society shifted to become more of a consumer society. The “haftatíma” lasted from 1930 to 
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1960. During this time, the Icelandic government controlled the market, having an especially 

harsh policy on the import of consumer goods, with product rationing as a result. It must have 

been impossible to embrace a truly consumerist lifestyle during this time. After its 

liberalization, consumption of consumer products skyrocketed. Both of these two features in 

the modern economic history of Iceland - the syllabi for the textile handicraft subject and the 

haftatímanum – had an anaesthetized impact on the development of the Icelandic consumer 

society, until these factors either got altered or abolished. 
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