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ABSTRACT

This contribution asks how Angela Dimitrakaki’s 2017 analysis of the New “New Europe” may be 

adapted to characterise socio-political developments in Iceland since 2008. Guided by a range of 

aesthetic practices that respond, enact or engage in some way with the realities of what may suc-

cinctly be termed the New “New Iceland,” the article identifies three initial socio-political parameters 

to qualify this condition, The Populist Challenge and the Nativist Front, New Frontiers in the Dualistic 

Colonial Experience and The Commoning of Cultural Expression. With reference to recent scholarship 

in art and cultural theory, political science, decolonial anthropology and feminist literary theory, it 

combines qualitative, theoretical and historical perspectives to produce a comprehensive discussion 

with an interdisciplinary relevance for future research on the paradigm of the New “New Europe.”
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Writing about the prospects of feminist art interventions in 2017, 
Angela Dimitrakaki suggests the term the New “New Europe” to 
denote the significant challenges felt and perceived across the con-
tinent, in the wake of austerity measures imposed on many econom-
ically faltering European countries in the aftermath of the 2008 
global financial crisis.1 It is in this context that the New “New 
Europe” takes shape: a post-socialist condition of crumbling welfare 
states, artificial scarcity of jobs and resources, European disintegra-
tion, increasing inequality and the rise of neo-fascism and xenopho-
bia as convincing socio-political discourses.2 In my doctoral 
dissertation, I have applied Dimitrakaki’s analysis to the national 
context of Germany.3 In the current contribution, I ask how the con-
stellation of the New “New Europe” may be adapted to characterise 
socio-political developments in Iceland since 2008.

My investigation is guided by a range of aesthetic practices that 
respond, enact, or engage in some way with the realities of what may 
succinctly be termed the New “New Iceland.” I offer an interpreta-
tive account, interlacing Dimitrakaki’s critical analysis with recent 
scholarship in political science, decolonial anthropology and 
feminist literary theory. In this way, I combine qualitative, theoret-
ical and historical perspectives to produce a comprehensive discus-
sion of the New “New Iceland” with an interdisciplinary relevance 
for future research. I consider the artworks and aesthetic interven-
tions that guide my analysis certainly representative of the matter at 
hand—but they are not merely “illustrative.” Much rather they are 
constitutive of my understanding of the current conjuncture, just as 
the various other historical and theoretical sources I draw on in my 
analysis.

My argument is structured in the following way: I begin by asserting 
that Iceland lends itself well to Dimitrakaki’s analysis of the New 

“New Europe,” not least because of widespread aspirations for a 
“New Iceland” in the wake of a devastating financial crisis in 2008 
that led to the resignation of a neoliberal conservative government 
in early 2009 and the introduction of considerable austerity 
measures in the following years. In the first section of the paper, I 
briefly summarise the socio-political circumstances that gave rise 
to such aspirations. In the following sections, I outline three param-
eters I consider important to qualify in relation to a preliminary 
analysis of the New “New Iceland.”4 
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The increasing appeal of neo-fascist and xenophobic sentiments is 
a central aspect of Dimitrakaki’s definition of the New “New Europe.” 
Therefore, it is important to address the fact that far-right populist 
parties have since 2008 only gained limited ground within the 
Icelandic political establishment. The first parameter, The Populist 
Challenge and the Nativist Front, discusses these matters in relation 
to the prevalence of ethnic nationalism or nativism, recent domestic 
mainstreaming of the border politics of Europe’s far-right, as well 
as the rapidly changing demographics of the Icelandic nation. 

Another aspect of Dimitrakaki’s analysis is an attention to increas-
ing inequality and the artificial scarcity of jobs and resources 
produced by virtue of late-stage globalised capitalism. This is a 
growing problem in Iceland, as elsewhere, even if the country exhib-
ited the lowest at-risk-of-poverty rates in all of Europe as recently 
as 2023.5 But artificial scarcity is not only exacerbated by domestic 
poverty but also by the global concentration of wealth. In the second 
parameter, New Frontiers in the Dualistic Colonial Experience, I 
discuss a representative example, namely how the privatisation of 
Icelandic fisheries in the 1990s has recently reverberated interna-
tionally.

The third and last parameter, termed The Commoning of Cultural 
Expression, picks up on the feminist critique in Dimitrakaki’s 
analysis, and highlights the definitive prominence of fourth wave 
feminist activism in the cultural landscape of the New “New Iceland.” 
I conclude by suggesting that the commoning of cultural expression 
may be seen as a response to the shortcomings of conventional 
politics to realise the “New Iceland” hoped for in the aftermath of 
the 2008 financial crash before briefly synthesising my findings and 
suggesting prospects for future research on the New “New Iceland” 
and the New “New Europe.”

NEW ICELAND

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, Iceland’s dominant cultural 
atmosphere was iconically summed up in aesthetic terms by Ágústa 
Eva Erlendsdóttir’s ironic impersonation of Sylvía Nótt/Sylvia 
Night, Iceland’s representative at the 2006 Eurovision Song Contest 
held in Athens, Greece. Her parodic anthem Congratulations was 
nothing short of an obscene, inflated celebration of a pumped-up 
national identity. For the Eurovision semi-finals Sylvía Nótt was 
clad in a glamorous minidress and feathered headdress, flanked by 
two male strippers. Her song climaxed with the lines: 
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So, congratulations, I have arrived
I’m Silvia Night and I’m shining so bright
Eurovision nation, your dream’s coming true
You’ve been waiting forever for me to save you
[…] 
Just vote for your hero, that’s what you must do
I love you.6

Exchange “I’m Sylvia Night” with “I’m Icelandic” and you suddenly 
have somewhat of a national anthem for early 21st century Iceland.7

Here is the necessary context: For some years, Iceland’s financial 
sector had outgrown the local economy in a boom, followed by a 
catastrophic bust in autumn 2008.8 Although triggered by the US 
mortgage crisis, the Icelandic economic collapse was no less the 
fault of incompetent, or outright corrupt, banking practices and cor-
porate investment coupled with neoliberal deregulation of financial 
markets.9 There were other reasons besides, such as the instability 
of the Icelandic micro-currency króna and the fragile balance of its 
export economies. The initial successes of the so-called útrásarvíkin-
gar (expansion vikings), as members of the business community 
were often referred to, was ultimately based on hype, hubris, and 
market-manipulation.10 Nonetheless, the boom was championed by 
figures such as President Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson (1996–2016) and 
overshadowed by a widespread and debt-infused consumerism. 
Ultimately, the financial crisis took both the general public and the 
political establishment by surprise, not least because those who had 
warned against it were publicly bullied in the time leading up to the 
crash.11 There was a deep and commonly held desperation as the 
splendour of the Icelandic economic miracle wore off, prompting a 
series of mass protests in fall 2008 and a popular demand for new 
ethics, new politics, a new social contract—and importantly for the 
present study—a “New Iceland.”12

But despite initial cultural admonition, the discourse on “New 
Iceland” quickly became associated with a rather dire outlook, 
expressed by one journalist writing a year into the economic collapse:

New Iceland is in severe debt, with a considerable budget deficit, 
a dramatically expanded tax regime, tendential emigration 
trends, indebted and compromised businesses, high unemploy-
ment, currency controls, the Icelandic króna, price guarantees, 
inflation, the world’s highest taxes in the middle of a deep crisis, 
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tens of thousands of defaulted mortgages. […] New Iceland is 
beset by serious frustrations because of the banking crisis.13

Even though the government that came into power in February 2009 
was able to stave off some of the most destructive austerity measures 
suggested by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), significant 
austerity was still imposed.14 These measures coincided with an 
exponential growth in the Icelandic tourist industry from 2010 that 
brought much needed foreign currency into local markets. However, 
this growth has also heavily strained critical infrastructures already 
affected by austerity, such as hospitals, roads and the property 
market.15 Despite partial economic recovery, Iceland has faced 
severe inflation in recent years. According to recent estimates, one 
trillion króna (€820 billion) are needed to sustain these and other 
critical infrastructures.16 However, a notable difference between 
Iceland and much of mainland Europe since the financial crisis in 
2008 is the relative absence of a successful organised far-right polit-
ical party. This is the case despite—or perhaps because of—the prev-
alence of nativism in Icelandic cultural consciousness, brought 
strikingly to the fore in a recent work by artists Bryndís Björnsdóttir 
and Steinunn Gunnlaugsdóttir which we will now turn to.

PARAMETER 1: 

THE POPULIST CHALLENGE AND THE NATIVIST FRONT 

In April 2022, Björnsdóttir and Gunnlaugsdóttir claimed ownership 
of a peculiar sculpture, installed in the parking lot of the Living Art 
Museum and titled “Carry-On: The First White Mother in Outer 
Space.” The sculpture was a rudimentary rocket ship, encasing a cast 
of a statue by sculptor Ásmundur Sveinsson, depicting the figure of 
Guðríðr Þorbjarnardóttir and her son Snorri. Titled The First White 
Mother in America, this statue first appeared at the 1939–1940 New 
York World’s Fair, commemorating the fact that Guðríðr may have 
been the first “white” woman to bear a child on the North American 
continent. And while “Guðríðr’s story offers a valuable counterpoint 
to male-dominated and often hyper-violent images of ‘Viking’ 
history,” argues Christopher Crocker in a comprehensive treatise on 
the statue’s history and its recent fate, “her story also runs the risk 
of simultaneously reinforcing settler-colonial and white suprema-
cist ideals.”17 

A few days before being encased in the spaceship, the statue had 
gone missing from its pedestal at Laugarbrekka on the Snæfellsnes 
peninsula, the birthplace of Guðríðr according to the Icelandic 
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sagas.18 When the police intervened and removed the statue from 
its new encasement, the artists were prompted to reveal their iden-
tities. They made clear that their intention had not been an attack on 
the sculptor or the statue’s protagonists. The artists also denied any 
involvement in the theft of the statue but appealed to law enforce-
ment to replace Sveinsson’s work in its encasement in front of the 
Living Art Museum. Substantial news coverage and public debate 
ensued, but instead of conceding to the artists’ request, the police 
returned the statue to the municipality of Snæfellsbær, where it was 
reinstalled once again at Laugarbrekka.19 As Crocker concludes:

The artists challenged the Icelandic public by presenting a well-
known work and a well-known historical figure in a new and pro-
vocative way. At the same time, their primary intent was to bring 
forth a layer of meaning they identified as already present in 
Ásmundur Sveinsson’s work and in the context typically provided 
for it. This layer of meaning stems from a broad cultural invest-
ment in a traditional narrative rooted in racially exclusive histor-
ical standards, which […] the artists viewed as necessarily “open 
to reassessment.” As the two artists themselves recognized, this 
sort of investment is not simply a reflection of individual intent 
but rather of a larger ideology.20

I open my first parameter with Gunnlaugsdóttir and Björnsdóttir’s 
work because what is striking about recent political developments 
in Iceland is the relatively low electoral success of outspoken far-
right parties. And according to a recent analysis by political scien-
tist Eiríkur Bergmann, there are at least three reasons for this limited 
success.

First, and most importantly, nationalism never became discredited 
in Iceland as it did in some other European countries in the wake of 
WWII. After gaining its independence from Denmark in 1944, 
Iceland’s postcolonial national identity was largely predicated on 
ethnic nationalism. As a result, marginal political parties have not 
been able to convincingly summon nationalistic sentiments to chal-
lenge the political establishment.21 Second, a direct appeal to 
Islamophobia, frequently made by Europe’s nativist populist parties, 
has so far found little support in Iceland, where Muslims are rela-
tively few and Arab culture less visible than in many neighbouring 
countries.  Third, populist parties in Iceland have so far been eluded 
by the charismatic leadership, crucial to the successes of the far-
right in Europe.22 

Aesthetics and Crisis in the new “New Iceland” 
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Here, I might add a fourth potential reason. While Iceland certainly 
faced austerity measures in the aftermath of the 2008 crisis, with 
about fifteen percent of households still experiencing “great diffi-
culty in making ends meet” in 2013, these austerity measures were 
relatively mild compared to those of many other European coun-
tries, effectively reversing an earlier trend toward increasing ine-
quality. 23 Only three years after the 2008 crisis, the Icelandic 
economy showed signs of recovery. As Oxfam reported in 2013:

The government that came into power in February 2009 pledged 
to be a Nordic welfare government with the aim of sheltering 
lower and middle-income groups against the worst consequences 
of the crisis. It also declared that, as far as possible, it would safe-
guard the welfare state against cuts. That appears to have 
happened: recent budgets have included a mix of spending cuts 
in sectors other than welfare, and tax increases have focused on 
higher income groups.24

This is significant because, as Clara E. Mattei has recently argued, 
there seems to be a strong relationship between the invention of 
modern economic austerity and the rise of historical fascism.25 
According to Dimitrakaki’s analysis, the same holds true for the rise 
of neo-fascism in the New “New Europe.”26

Despite the relative moderation of Icelandic post-crisis austerity, 
several populist protest movements emerged in its wake, and a 
renewed leadership took power in the historically significant 
Progressive Party (Framsóknarflokkur). Promptly, the party’s 
rhetoric became expressly nationalist and isolationist. In a manner 
that has since dovetailed rather smoothly with Brexit and Donald 
Trump’s MAGA ideology, the party railed against foreign creditors, 
international institutions, asylum seekers, and Muslims. Eventually, 
the populist leadership parted ways with the Progressive Party and 
established the Centre Party (Miðflokkur), sustaining this divisive 
rhetoric.27 In the 2017 election, a second quasi-populist party 
emerged, the People’s Party (Flokkur fólksins). Upholding welfare 
chauvinism, the party campaigned by opposing social support to the 
state’s services to asylum seekers and refugees.28

Both the Centre Party and the People’s Party saw considerable elec-
toral success in the 30 November 2024 elections, in the wake of the 
implosion of a seven-year grand coalition government consisting of 
the Independence Party (Sjálfstæðisflokkurinn), the Progressive 
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Party and the Left Greens (Vinstri grænir). Moreover, the 2024 elec-
tions saw the establishment of yet another populist party, the 
Democracy Party (Lýðræðisflokkurinn), alongside sustained attempts 
to highlight asylum seekers and refugees as the key issues to be 
addressed. While voters eventually seemed more concerned with 
mainstream issues such as health and the economy, a certain normal-
isation of far-right rhetoric has undoubtedly occurred.29 The main 
reason for the implosion of the government appears to have been the 
attempted expulsion of a disabled eleven-year-old Palestinian boy 
awaiting a decision on his family’s asylum application. These events 
followed developments in the spring 2024 when the government 
ratified controversial immigration law and the moderate Social 
Democrats of Iceland (Samfylkingin), leaders of the current govern-
ment, shifted towards a harsher policy on immigration.30

This gradual adaptation of Europe’s far-right political agenda—what 
Mikkel Bolt Rasmussen has referred to as liberal state racism in an 
insightful analysis of the Danish political landscape in 2011—coin-
cides with the fact that Iceland’s wealth in the new millennium and 
its economic recovery since the financial crash have been dramati-
cally produced and expedited by a diverse and multi-national work-
force.31 There has been a rapid increase in immigration since the 
1990s, largely driven by strong economic growth and high living 
standards, as the OECD recently reported. By mid-2023, around 18% 
of residents in Iceland were foreign citizens and Icelanders with 
non-Icelandic cultural backgrounds. As OECD researcher Vassiliki 
Koutsogeorgopoulou points out, “this has brought important 
economic benefits to Iceland, including by boosting the work-
ing-age population and helping the country to meet labour demands 
in fast-growing sectors.”32 

In line with contemporary demands for decolonisation, there is an 
urgent need across society to come to terms with Iceland’s nativist 
front.33 This has been the case for some time, but since 2008 this 
challenge, which was previously marginal, has become mainstream 
in the cultural landscape. In my view, some of the most urgent aes-
thetic critiques of the nativist front have come from artists such as 
Björnsdóttir and Gunnlaugsdóttir, cited above, or the artist trio 
Lucky 3. Composed of three Icelandic-Filipino artists, Dýrfinna 
Benia Basalan, Darren Mark and Melanie Ubaldo, the trio received 
an encouragement award at the 2021 Iceland Art Prize for their per-
formance PUTI at Sequences X. In the performance, the trio was 
clad in the white attire of cleaning staff—a role frequently carried out 
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by employees with non-Icelandic cultural backgrounds. Instead of 
carrying out their roles in silence, the group aggressively challenged 
cultural norms associated with cleaning. Since then, Lucky 3 has 
continued to work with similar topics. In autumn 2024, they collab-
orated with Ragnar Kjartansson on a performance at Kjarvalsstaðir 
Art Museum. Here, they assumed the roles of healthcare workers, 
another role frequently fulfilled by immigrants and Icelanders with 
another cultural background, while Kjartansson basked in their 
arms as the infirm beneficiary of their labour. 

The work of Bryndís Björnsdóttir, Steinunn Gunnlaugsdóttir, and 
Lucky 3 are urgent aesthetic attempts to make sense of Iceland’s 
nativist front and the populist challenge it simultaneously implies 
and impedes. And while Icelandic voters have been fortunate enough 
to rally around slightly different semantics than many of their coun-
terparts in the New “New Europe,” nativist undercurrents have dra-
matically affected popular discourse in recent years and still 
disproportionately eschew social mobility and cultural identity in 
the New “New Iceland.”34

PARAMETER 2: 

NEW FRONTIERS IN THE DUALISTIC COLONIAL EXPERIENCE 

In May 2023, artist Odee (Oddur Eysteinn Friðriksson) claimed 
responsibility for a controversial artistic intervention that spoofed 
the website of the fishing firm Samherji. Copying the corporate 
identity of the firm, Odee uploaded a statement titled “Samherji 
Apologizes, Pledges Restitution, and Cooperation with Authorities.” 
As the Guardian reported, Odee’s pretend apology related to a cor-
ruption scandal known as the Fishrot files.35 Documents released in 
2019 by WikiLeaks and investigations by Icelandic media suggest 
that Samherji bribed officials in Namibia for profitable trawling 
rights.36 According to a report recently published by the Namibian 
think tank Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR), the scandal 
has had a devastating effect on locally employed fishers, with 90% 
of ninety former fisheries workers still unemployed since losing 
their jobs when fishing quotas were reallocated to Samherji. For 
these reasons, the IPPR report has called on Samherji to “apologise 
for its role in Fishrot to the Namibians impacted,” and called for 

“full redress to affected individuals and communities.”37 

While the Fishrot files suggest how New “New Europe’s” artificial 
scarcity of jobs and resources is produced and exported far beyond 
the territorial borders of individual states, such manufactured 
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scarcity has also been dramatically felt in Iceland since well before 
the economic collapse. The wealth of the fishing industry is largely 
predicated on the privatisation of fishing quotas in the 1980s and 
1990s, when locally anchored fishing rights were made available 
through a domestic market, built through a series of neoliberal 
reforms.38 While the Icelandic quota system ensured the relative 
sustainability of commercial fishing, it also led to the dilapidation 
of many smaller townships around the country and the large-scale 
loss of jobs.39 These reforms were part of a larger neoliberal 
program implemented between 1991 and 2004, which, as Oxfam 
reports, included reductions in government spending; lower tax 
rates on labour and capital; privatization of state-owned enter-
prises; liberalization of the labour and product markets; greater 
global economic integration; pension reform; deregulation of the 
financial market; and reform of the public sector. In the years that 
followed inequality rapidly increased, further gaining momentum 
from 2003. The Gini coefficient, the indicator for measuring ine-
quality within a country, went from 0.19 in 1993 to 0.24 in 2003, and 
reached a peak of 0.29 in 2007.40

According to a recent ruling by a London High Court, Odee’s work 
will likely not be defended as parody. Instead, the court sided with 
Samherji, prompting its chief executive, Þorsteinn Már Baldvinsson, 
to lash out at “the academic institutions that gave their blessing to 
obvious trademark violations under the guise of artistic expres-
sion.”41 However, Sabine Jacques, a senior lecturer in intellectual 
property law at the University of Liverpool, has expressed her dis-
appointment “that the court did not delve further into the defence of 
parody.”42 Notwithstanding the specifics of the Fishrot case, or the 
ultimate court ruling, it  represents a more general trend that may be 
associated with my definition of the New “New Iceland” and its 
second parameter, New Frontiers in the Dualistic Colonial Experience. 

Iceland gained its full independence as late as 1944, as noted above, 
and has, for much of its history, been predicated on postcolonial 
relations to the wider world. This means that any artificial scarcity 
of material resources and employment opportunities in Iceland has 
historically been intrinsically related to its semi-peripheral position 
within the world system. Kristín Loftsdóttir has recently argued, 
with great relevance to my analysis of the nativist front in the 
previous section, that Icelanders are predicated by a dualistic 
colonial experience. As she explains, writing about the years before 
the economic crash:

Aesthetics and Crisis in the new “New Iceland” 



260Marteinn Sindri Jónsson

The economic expansion involved direct and indirect references 
to the memory of Iceland under Danish rule in various ways. One 
was the way Icelanders in general talked about the business-Vi-
kings which, showing a strong connection to nationalistic dis-
courses in particularly the early 20th century, expressed the 
desire in different spheres of Icelandic society to demonstrate 
that Icelanders were stepping higher than - or in front of “the 
Danes”—in the hierarchy of the community of nations. The 
economic boom also engaged with coloniality in many other dif-
ferent ways—to use Aníbal Quijano‘s concept – where economic 
expansion was portrayed in masculine terms, as conquest and 
domination. Also, the economic boom drew migrant workers to 
Iceland in unprecedented numbers especially from Poland but 
also from other countries such as Lithuania […]. These popula-
tions were often referred to in racialized terms as inferior to 
Icelanders, activating older discourses within Europe between 
East and West. These different strands can be seen as reflecting 
Iceland’s dualistic colonial experience: First, as subjects of a 
colonial nation and imperialism and, second, as part of the 
global north where they have contributed to the reproduction of 
coloniality. Here, the acknowledgement of Iceland’s history as 
under Danish rule is not intended to reproduce ideas of racial 
exceptionalism, but rather to acknowledge that Iceland’s history 
has shaped how racist and nationalistic discourses have been 
expressed in Iceland.43 

The allegations of Samherji’s illegal conduct in Namibia, coupled 
with a few recent cases such as the illegal dumping of toxic ships 
owned by the Icelandic company Eimskip on the Indian shores of 
Alang for dirty and dangerous scrapping, signal new frontiers in this 
dualistic colonial experience.44 By virtue of a relatively newfound 
economic prowess, Icelandic firms and corporations are increas-
ingly positioned in such a way that their industrial activity and 
alleged illegal conduct reverberate not only domestically, but also 
globally. This fact is brought strikingly to the fore with Odee’s 2023 
mock apology and is, in my view, a second significant parameter for 
the New “New Iceland.”

PARAMETER 3: 

THE COMMONING OF CULTURAL EXPRESSION 

On 10 November 2016, a large flashmob formed in front of the 
district court in Reykjavík. Carrying buckets and holding swabs, the 
group started enacting the movements of cleaning the street. 
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Gradually the body language of participants became more intense, 
and some began shouting and screaming. The commotion grew 
louder and louder until the group united in silence and walked 
towards the entrance of the courthouse with their hands raised. 
More than sixty thousand people viewed a recording of the 
flashmob that included members of the Icelandic Dance Company 
(IDC) as well as survivors of sexual violence. Many survivors 
haven’t had their cases heard or justly dealt with by the courts, and 
it was to them that the work was devoted. It was devised in collab-
oration with the NGO Stígamót, which provides support to those 
afflicted by sexual violence and abuse. A few days later, Erna 
Ómarsdóttir, artistic director of the IDC, and dancer and choreog-
rapher Ásrún Magnúsdóttir claimed artistic responsibility for the 
intervention.45

The work can be seen as part of a much larger oeuvre of feminist 
cultural expression since 2009, that Ásdís Helga Óskarsdóttir asso-
ciates with the fourth wave of Icelandic feminism.46 In the wake of 
the financial crisis, feminism, which had been an important but mar-
ginalised issue for decades abruptly became much more mainstream, 
not least because of the gradual suspension of taboos surrounding 
sexual violence and abuse. Óskarsdóttir writes:

Safe to say, the feminism now dominant in Icelandic popular dis-
course involves an awakening of the pervasiveness of sexual 
violence and the importance for survivors of such violence to 

“hand the shame back” to their offenders. It also emphasises the 
right of women to “take space” in various ways, an emphasis 
apparent on social media. The solidarity of different women and 
online communities are important in this context which may be 
seen in direct opposition to the individualism of postfeminism.47

These contours of New “New Iceland’s” feminism were in many 
ways prescient of the 2017 #MeToo social media campaign, with the 
fourth wave both reinforced by the global movement that ensued and 
actively contributing to its expression in Iceland at the time. Much 
of feminist aesthetic interventions have taken emphatically collec-
tive forms in recent years in direct reference to earlier feminist sol-
idarity movements in Iceland, especially the 1975 Icelandic Women’s 
Strike.48 The local Slut Walk, modelled on a 2011 rally in Toronto, 
Canada, is one example. Another would be a collective reading on 
the stage of the City Theatre in 2017, riding the wave of #MeToo, 
where dozens of survivors of sexual violence from different 
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professions and walks of life shared the stage to read their accounts. 
While not a traditional theatre piece, the performance was aestheti-
cally enhanced by its staging in the theatre.

Another work, intersecting with the feminist fourth wave and 
emblematic of what I’ve designated as the commoning of cultural 
expression would be Libia Castro and Ólafur Ólafsson’s In Search of 
Magic, a polyphonic musical performance curated by the pair in 
commemoration of a new constitution for the Republic of Iceland, 
written by a constituent assembly shortly after the financial crash 
but still not ratified. Castro and Ólafsson’s aspirations to “common” 
the artwork- that is, to distribute ownership and authorship across 
a range of participants involved in the production of the piece—both 
political actors such as NGOs and interest groups as well as artists 
from different fields speak symbolically to the democratic demands 
made most iconically by the thousands of people who took to the 
streets in 2008 and 2009 to protest the government. 

Consequently, from the critical feminist perspective of Dimitrakaki’s 
interrogation of the New “New Europe,” we can observe how the 
commoning of aesthetic and cultural expression has served to 
mitigate political frustrations and the repeated inability of main-
stream politics to respond to the contemporary moment:

The destruction of the welfare state (mentioned earlier as the 
crucial factor in the rise of neo-fascism) has meant that the 
commons is summoned to fill the gap of the withdrawing state. 
Capital, as de Massimo De Angelis has argued, needs to delegate 
a number of tasks to an economy of the commons, an economy 
where cash does not flow: capital needs unpaid volunteers to run 
libraries and refugee centres. Capital needs a cost-free sharing 
of some resources for society to function. De Angelis calls this 
use of the commons by capital, especially in a time of crisis—a 
post-socialist, post-welfare crisis- a ‘commons fix’. The use of 
the commons by capital helps ameliorate situations of social 
need so acute that they might become explosive if the commons 
withdrew.49

In Iceland, as in many self-identifying “Western welfare states,” 
various material and social infrastructures are currently in disrepair. 
Amidst this infrastructural crisis, the commoning of cultural expres-
sion, as evidenced by the collective performances and interventions 
outlined in this section, may be seen as a utopian aesthetic response 
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to a democratic deficit and the deferred social justice utopia that 
many hoped “New Iceland” would be.50 As of today, New Iceland 
only exists as a region in Canada.51 Whether the New “New Iceland” 
is a more realistic synthesis is still up for debate.

CONCLUSION

So far, I have offered an introductory analysis of the New “New 
Iceland,” which I hope will be of interdisciplinary relevance for 
future research. My analysis is indebted to, and may be understood 
as an extension of, Angela Dimitrakaki’s initial definition of the New 

“New Europe” in 2017. In adapting this analysis to the case of Iceland, 
I have suggested three separate parameters that integrate certain 
aspects of Dimitrakaki’s analysis. The first parameter, The Populist 
Challenge and the Nativist Front, qualifies the appeal of far-right 
political discourse in the context of Iceland. The second parameter, 
New Frontiers in the Dualistic Colonial Experience, is devoted to the 
artificial scarcity of jobs and resources characteristic of late-stage 
globalised capitalism. As both Dimitrakaki and Clara E. Mattei have 
observed, there is a strong relationship between the two. The third 
and last parameter, The Commoning of Cultural Expression, relates 
to Dimitrakaki’s feminist reading of the commons fix, as a reaction 
to contemporary challenges to Europe’s post-war welfare states. 
This leaves two important aspects of her definition of the New “New 
Europe” unaddressed: her understanding of the New “New Europe” 
as a posts-socialist condition and her emphasis on European disin-
tegration.

Rather than to address these aspects, or fully explore the others, in 
this analysis, I would like to emphasise that I do not intend this 
investigation to be exhaustive, but rather preliminary and sugges-
tive. I do hope that other researchers, professionals, students, and 
critics of contemporary art and culture find my definition of the New 

“New Iceland” helpful and might even contribute to its critical assess-
ment and development. This might involve defining further param-
eters specific to the New “New Iceland,” comparative studies within 
and beyond the geopolitical figuration of the New “New Europe,” as 
well as critical historiographies and case studies that could validate 
or refine my analysis. One particularly exciting line of research 
would explore the multiple layers of meanings invested in the 
notions “New Iceland” and “New Europe.” While the latter is partly 
derived from the vocabulary of Marx and Engel’s Communist 
Manifesto, it was prominently brought to the fore by Donald 
Rumsfeld and other hawks of George W. Bush’s war cabinet during 
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the Iraq invasion in 2003. Rumsfeld’s reference to the “New Europe” 
celebrated many of the newly independent European nations that 
subscribed to the coalition of the willing, including Iceland, while 
relegating many of the more sceptical European nations to the past 
as members of the “Old Europe.”52 As military mobilisation takes 
on central importance once again across the global economy, this 
history becomes especially relevant.
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