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Introduction

Iceland, an island nation perched on the edge of the Arctic Circle, is renowned for
more than its striking natural beauty and volcanic landscapes. It possesses a unique
place in the history of democracy, having established the Althingi in 930 AD—making
it arguably the oldest surviving parliament in the world. This tradition of parliamentary
governance forms the cornerstone of Iceland’s modern political system, blending
ancient democratic ideals with contemporary institutions and values.

The political structure of Iceland is that of a parliamentary representative democratic
republic. The central elements of its system—a ceremonial yet influential president, a
cabinet-led executive, a unicameral and active legislature, and an independent
judiciary—work together to uphold the principles of the separation of powers. Over the
centuries, Icelandic society has continually shaped and redefined its political
processes, promoting a culture of consensus, adaptation, and civic engagement.

In recent decades, Icelandic politics has reflected broader international trends,
including party system fragmentation, coalitional governance, and dynamic public
debate on social issues such as gender equality, immigration, and sustainability.
Strong legal safeguards and traditions of transparency have fostered public trust,
though challenges remain regarding political scandals, corporate influence, and the
ongoing evolution of democratic norms. The active participation of women and diverse
groups has become a hallmark of Iceland’s evolving political culture.

This book, The Politics of Iceland: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Iceland, provides a comprehensive overview of how power is organized, contested,
and exercised in contemporary Iceland. It explains the historical and institutional
foundations of the Icelandic state, explores the roles of its key political actors and
institutions, and delves into the nuanced mechanisms of elections, coalition formation,
judicial review, and local governance.

By tracing the paths of reform and resilience that have shaped Iceland's political
culture, this guide aims to illuminate both the continuities and transformations that
define Iceland’s democracy today. Along the way, readers will encounter the
personalities, parties, and pivotal events that continue to drive political life on this
remarkable island, gaining insight into its capacity to navigate contemporary
challenges while honoring its robust democratic legacy.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Foundations of Icelandic
Democracy

To understand the politics of Iceland, we must first journey back to its very beginnings,
to a time when Norse settlers first arrived on this rugged, volcanic island. These were
people with a tradition of communal decision-making, of assemblies known as
"things," where free individuals would gather to discuss matters of importance, settle
disputes, and establish laws. Unlike the more hierarchical societies emerging on the
European mainland, with their kings and feudal lords, the early Icelandic settlers
largely lacked a central authority. They were, in essence, creating a society from the
ground up, one that valued the participation of free landowners. This unique starting
point, a society of relatively equal farmers, deeply influenced the political structures
they would forge.

The culmination of this early political development was the establishment of the
Althingi in 930 AD. Imagine the scene: a vast outdoor assembly at pingvellir, a place of
stark beauty where the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates dramatically pull
apart. Here, at the "assembly fields," people from across the island would converge,
not just the powerful chieftains (godar), but also farmers, traders, storytellers, and
their families. It was a social event as much as a political one, a rare opportunity for
connection in a scattered population. Temporary camps, known as budir, would spring
up, transforming the landscape into a temporary town.

The heart of the Althingi was the Logrétta, or Law Council. This was where the
country's most influential leaders would meet to shape legislation and administer
justice. Presiding over the assembly was the l6gsogumadur, the Lawspeaker. This
individual held a position of immense importance, responsible for reciting the laws
from memory to the gathered assembly. Before the laws were written down, this was
the primary means of their dissemination, a demanding task requiring a prodigious
memory. The acoustics of the Law Rock, or Logberg, a natural platform at bingvellir,
are said to have helped amplify the Lawspeaker's voice, allowing it to carry across the
assembly. The Lawspeaker would recite a third of the laws each year, ensuring that
the legal framework was reqgularly reviewed and accessible to all free individuals.

The Althingi, in this early period, was more than just a legislative body. It also served
as the highest court in the land. Disputes that could not be resolved at local
assemblies could be brought to the Althingi for judgment. This judicial function was
crucial in a society that lacked a central executive power to enforce laws. While the
chieftains had authority, their power was not based on land ownership or a rigid
hierarchy in the same way as in feudal Europe. Instead, their influence stemmed from
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their followers and their ability to provide support in disputes and enforce the law. This
unique structure, with a sophisticated legal and judicial system but no king or central
executive, meant that dispute resolution often relied on intricate negotiation and
compromise.

The legal framework established at the Althingi was based on the Gulathing Law from
Norway, adapted for the specific needs of Icelandic society. This early legal system,
recorded later in the Gragas manuscripts, has been studied for its unique
characteristics, presenting a picture of a society of free and relatively equal farmers
with minimal centralized government. While sometimes described as an early
democracy, it's perhaps more accurately termed a "free state," characterized by a
decentralized system and the absence of a monarch. The decisions made at the
Althingi, including the momentous decision to adopt Christianity around the year 1000
AD, highlight its role as a central forum for national consensus-building.

For centuries, the Althingi continued to meet at pingvellir, a symbol of Iceland's
independent existence. These annual gatherings were a vital part of Icelandic life,
reinforcing a shared cultural heritage and national identity. While the system of
governance evolved over time, the foundational principles of a law-based society and
a national assembly remained. This early period, from the settlement to the end of the
Commonwealth era in 1262, laid the groundwork for the political system that would
eventually re-emerge centuries later, shaping Iceland's enduring commitment to
parliamentary democracy. The memory of the Althingi at bingvellir became a powerful
national symbol, particularly during the later struggle for independence.
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