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Abstract 
 

This thesis investigates how Iceland’s swift EU membership application came about after its 

long history of Euro-skepticism. As the dominant approaches within the field of regional 

integration pay insufficient attention to the role of political parties, a modest step was made 

towards developing a party-political theory of EU accession, grounded on the 

postfunctionalist theory of Hooghe and Marks (2008) and Kingdon’s (1984, 1995) theory of 

political entrepreneurship. Guided by this party-political theory, intra and inter political 

dynamics were examined in the period between the collapse of the Haarde administration in 

January 2009 and the passing of the motion approving an EU membership application in July 

2009, and whether there was a general societal approval of this application. The political 

entrepreneurship of the Social Democratic Alliance proved to be decisive for Iceland’s bid for 

EU membership, which was signified by the lack of a general societal demand for it. 
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Introduction: A Dramatic Turn of Events 
 

Traumatized by its long history of foreign rule, tiny Iceland vehemently defends its 

sovereignty and independence (Rebhan, 2011). During the 13
th

 century, the arctic island was 

part of the Norwegian kingdom, after which it fell into the hands of Denmark in the late 14
th

 

century (Kaute, 2011, p. 27). Not until 1944, Iceland obtained formal independence from the 

Danish crown whilst it had already been recognized as a sovereign state since 1918 

(Bergmann, 2011, p. 8; Clark & Jones, 2011, p. 3; Rebhan, 2011, p. 3; Þorhallsson, 2005, p. 

113). Since then, all forms of external interference have always sparked heated societal debate 

in the streets of Reykjavík. Nevertheless, Iceland joined the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO)
1
 in 1949, the Council of Europe in 1950, the European Free Trade 

Association (EFTA) in 1970, the European Economic Area (EEA) in 1994, and the Schengen 

agreement in 2001. The latter three enabled Iceland to gain access to the European ‘Internal 

Market’ (IM) and to reap its benefits without being an official member of the European Union 

(EU) (Bergmann, 2011, p. 8-9; Þorhallsson, 2004, p. 61-66). Ever since Iceland joined 

Schengen in 2001, and thus more closely co-operated with the EU, the question of EU 

membership appeared off and on the Icelandic political agenda, but never gained momentum. 

Baldur Þorhallsson (2004, p. 4) denotes this period as the ‘seventh round of the European 

debate’
2
 in Iceland. Only when the 2008 financial crisis devastated the Icelandic economy, 

this reluctance towards full European integration seemed to dilute. 

The Icelandic banking sector expanded dramatically into the international sphere since 

its privatization in 1999. A major economic boom followed suit, and in 2007, for the first 

time, this sector contributed more to GDP than the fishing industry (Þorhallsson, 2011, p. 

327). Consumers and businesses borrowed large sums of foreign currencies and banks 

aggressively campaigned on foreign markets (ibid.). However, the global financial crisis 

brought an abrupt end to this successful saga. In October 2008 the Icelandic currency, the 

Króna, stumbled into a sharp depreciation which led the banking industry to burst (Buiter & 

Sibert, 2008). Just within one week, all three major Icelandic banks, ‘Glitnir’, ‘Kaupþing’, 

and ‘Landsbankinn’, collapsed and were nationalized (Hine & Ashman, 2010, p. 551). 

                                                           
1
 Interestingly, whilst being one of the founding members of NATO, Iceland does not have its own standing 

army (Hardarson, 1985, p. 298). 

2
 In describing Iceland’s long history of Euro skepticism, Þorhallsson (2004, p. 1-4) discerns seven rounds of 

debates on European integration. Iceland decided to join EFTA, the EEA, and Schengen, whilst it did not join an 

OEEC led West European free trade area, the EEC, and the EU. 
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Despite Iceland´s $2.1 billion loan of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), its economy 

plummeted, marked by an unemployment rate of over 9 percent and an all-time high inflation 

of 18.6 percent in the beginning of 2009 (Central Bank of Iceland, 2009). After a series of 

fierce protests, often denoted as the ‘pots and pans revolution’ (Hardarson & Kristinsson, 

2010, p. 1011), the conservative Haarde administration fell in January 2009 and was followed 

up by the leftist Sigurðardóttir administration in April. Within a short period of three months, 

from 10 May to 16 July 2009, the Icelandic parliament, the ‘Alþingi’, agreed on a motion 

approving an EU membership application with a narrow majority of 33 to 28 votes. 

The swift change in Iceland’s European policy forms a puzzle for political scientists. 

Previously, they tried to explain why Iceland for a long time did not apply for EU 

membership as the only one of the ‘Nordic five’ (i.e. Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Norway
3
 

and Iceland). The quest for an explanation divided scholars roughly into two camps: one using 

interest-based explanations and one using identity-based explanations. Whilst the former 

stressed the blocking power of certain industries such as the fisheries and agricultural sector 

(Goodeve, 2005; Ingebritsen, 1998; Þorhallsson & Vignisson, 2004), the latter emphasized 

Iceland’s struggle for independence (Bergmann, 2009; Hálfdanarson, 2004). Interestingly, as 

Þorhallsson and Rebhan (2011, p. 54) point out, “while no one doubted the existence of a 

strong correlation between the economic crash and the EU membership application (…)”, 

both the preferences of the main stakeholders and the Icelandic identity have remained 

essentially the same during this tumultuous period. Hence, this situation calls for a more 

thorough examination of domestic politics (ibid. p. 70). Instead of using grand-theories to 

explain Iceland’s accession bid, the political ‘blackbox’ should be opened in order to assess 

the role and power of different actors within this swift decision-making process.  

 Most of the regional integration literature analyses European enlargement from the 

‘supply-side’,  i.e. why the EU has an interest in admitting new members (Mattli & Plümper, 

2002, p. 552). Much less attention has been paid however to the ‘demand-side’ of European 

integration, i.e. why countries aspire to be a member of the EU (ibid. p. 557). This means that 

domestic factors should also be investigated if one wants to fully understand the foreign 

policies of countries. Political parties play a crucial role in this respect. Most regional 

integration theories do not, or insufficiently, devote attention to the influence national 

                                                           
3
 Unlike Denmark, Finland, and Sweden, Norway did eventually not join the EU. In 1962 and 1967, Norway 

applied for full membership in its predecessor, the European Community (EC). These applications were vetoed 

by France. In 1972 and 1994, Norway applied for the EC and the EU respectively, but both times EU accession 

was rejected by a narrow majority in public referendums (Egeberg, 2005, p. 189-192). 
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political parties can exercise on the course of European integration. Identity-based approaches 

do not focus on a specific group of actors, whereas interest-based approaches focus on the 

desires of interest-groups and assume that these will be automatically represented by 

governments. The strategic interaction of parties is thus omitted whilst they have the power to 

shape the political agenda. Despite the prediction of Philippe Schmitter (1969, p. 166), an 

important representative of the interest-based approach ‘neo-functionalism’, that besides 

interest-groups, political parties will become of more importance within the integration 

process, most neo-functionalists have not taken the party-politics factor into account, and 

assumed that parties would only facilitate integration. Yet, as Liesbet Hooghe and Gary 

Marks (2005, p. 207) describe, currently, neo-functionalists doubt their own idea that 

European integration will unavoidably lead to one federal European polity because political 

parties could either accelerate or slow down integration. Hence, studying the agency of such 

actors can provide valuable insights for explaining European integration.  

The Icelandic case is an interesting one to analyze the role of party-politics. The 

economic meltdown may have considerably altered the Icelandic political landscape in such a 

way that pro-EU parties had the opportunity to radically change its traditional EU-skeptic 

foreign policies. However, assuming a principal-agent relationship between society and 

politics, the specific agency of such parties would need to be nuanced if there was a general 

societal demand of Iceland applying for EU membership. The crisis could have painfully 

demonstrated Iceland’s vulnerability to changes in the international economy, eliciting calls 

for EU membership to obtain economic and monetary stability. This situation would render 

the agency of political parties negligible, as basically each party winning the 2009 elections 

could have been expected to sought its way to the EU. Nevertheless, traditional pro-EU 

parties could have also utilized the crisis to realize their wish for EU membership regardless 

of a general societal approval. This would indicate that these parties operated autonomously 

from society and exercised a strong political entrepreneurship. Therefore, this thesis is set out 

to examine the following research question: What was the role of party-politics within in 

Iceland’s decision-making process concerning its EU membership application? 

To answer the research question, a modest step towards developing a ‘party-political 

theory of EU accession’ is made, by combining Hooghe and Marks’ (2008) theory of 

postfunctionalism and John Kingdon’s (1984, 1995) theory of political entrepreneurship. This 

theory, which focuses on intra and inter political dynamics, is applied to the Icelandic 

decision-making process concerning its EU membership application. To develop this theory, 

Chapter 2 reviews the older interest- and identity based theories which also serves as a 
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structure to present the state of the art literature seeking to explain both Iceland’s former 

reluctance as its current willingness to apply for EU membership. Chapter 3 introduces the 

party-political theory after discussing the theories of postfunctionalism (Hooghe & Marks, 

2008) and political entrepreneurship (Kingdon, 1984, 1995). Based on the party-political 

theory, two hypotheses are formulated concerning the shifts in power between and within 

parties following the collapse of the Haarde administration in January 2009, until the passing 

of the motion approving an EU membership in July that same year. Although the thrust of the 

analysis concerns the power of political parties, by posing an explorative sub-question, it also 

assesses the roles of interest-groups, societal movements, and public opinion within the 

decision-making process. In this way, it is verified whether there was a general societal 

approval of the EU application or not. Chapter 4 elaborates on the research design, data 

sources and operationalization of the different variables. Before going into the actual analysis, 

Chapter 5 offers an overview of the Icelandic party system and the positions of the different 

parties on the issue of EU membership. Chapter 6 then presents the empirical analysis, after 

which Chapter 7 complements this with an answer to the research question, a discussion of 

the results, and the future prospects of Iceland’s bid for EU membership. 
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2. Explaining Iceland’s Bid for the EU: The Failure of the Established 

Theories? 
 

This chapter offers an overview of the two prevailing approaches in the field of regional 

integration: an 1) interest-based, and an 2) identity-based one. Each perspective is discussed, 

and complemented with the state of the art literature trying to explain both Iceland’s former 

reluctance as well as its current willingness to apply for EU membership. Although valuable 

in explaining previous rounds of European integration (e.g. Moravcsik, 1993, 1998; 

Moravcsik & Vachudova, 2003; Schimmelfennig, 2001; Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 

2002), these approaches fail to explicate the influence of domestic party-politics within this 

process (Hooghe & Marks, 2008, p. 2). Hence a third, politicized, perspective is introduced in 

the next chapter, constituting the theoretical lens for this thesis. When party-politics turns out 

to be of minor importance, future studies should return to one of the other two approaches. 

 

2.1. It’s All About Interests! 

 

2.1.1. The Approaches 

 

One of the first approaches to theorize European integration is neo-functionalism
4
, as 

pioneered by Ernst Haas (1958), and complemented by Leon Lindberg (1966) and Schmitter 

(1970). In the first chapter of his book The Uniting of Europe, Haas (1958, p. 6) poses the 

question why relations between states have been growing more institutionalized. He 

introduces the concept of ‘political community’ as an ideal type in which integration has led 

to “(…) a sufficient body of general consensus [which] imposes limitations upon the violence 

of group conflict”. States will institutionalize cooperation in issue areas when it serves the 

(mainly economic) interests of domestic societal groups acting either nationally or 

transnationally with other national groups (Lindberg, 1966, p. 235). As a departure from 

realism, in this theory the interests of societal groups constitute the driving force behind 

regional integration instead of state interests. When integration appears economically 

profitable, domestic societal actors are willing to subject themselves to supranational 

institutions (Haas, 1958). 

                                                           
4
 The addendum ‘neo’ suggests the predecessor ‘functionalism’. This theory was grounded in the writings of 

David Mitrany. However, this was more a theory about achieving world peace than about explaining regional 

integration (Bache & George, 2006, p. 5). Therefore it is excluded from this chapter. 
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To explain regional integration taking place, Haas (1958, p. 292) introduced the 

concept of ‘spillover’. This concept refers to “a situation, in which a given action related to a 

specific goal, creates a situation in which the original goal can be assured only by taking 

further actions, which in turn create a further condition and a need for more action, and so 

forth” (Lindberg, 1963, p. 10). In other words, when the first steps towards integration are set, 

the process will become a ‘self-sustaining’ one. Neo-functionalists discerned two types of 

spillover; 1) functional, and 2) political spillover. Functional spillover entails that when states 

integrate one economic sector, they will feel pressured to integrate other functionally related 

sectors. For the first integration to work properly, a second integration is needed, triggering a 

third integration and so on (Haas, 1958, p. 298). Political integration is strongly related with 

the former in the sense that the integration of a sector elicits the interest groups operating in 

this sector to exercise their lobby power on the supranational level instead of on the national 

level (Bache & George, 2006, p. 10). Decision-making processes will be more played out on 

the supranational level, stimulating a process of institution-building, which creates a 

technocratic oversight. In short, the impetus for regional integration comes from supranational 

or transnational actors, and spillover effects drive the integration process. 

Another important approach stressing the role of domestic interests in the field of 

European integration is Andrew Moravcsik’s (1998) theory of liberal-intergovernmentalism. 

Like neo-functionalism, this theory seeks to explain why states voluntarily co-ordinate 

policies in the international sphere. In line with Robert Putnam’s concept of (1988) ‘two-level 

games’, Moravcsik (1993, 1998) argues that national preferences are formed domestically, 

after which governments defend these internationally. Or as Moravcsik (1998, p. 18) puts it: 

“The framework assumes (…) that the primary political instrument by which individuals and 

groups in civil society seek to influence international negotiations is the nation-state, which 

acts externally as a unitary and rational actor on behalf of its constituents”. Although unified 

on the outside, states are divided on the inside; domestic groups compete for political 

influence for realizing their interests (Moravcsik, 1993, p. 481). After the competition among 

these preferences, the winning ones are defined as the ‘national interest’ and subsequently 

pursued by the government (ibid.). In line with a liberal theory of preference formation, state 

behavior is thus domestically constrained and the relationship between society and the 

government is assumed to be one of a ‘principal-agent’ character (Moravcsik, 1993, p. 483). 

Hence, how national preferences are formed and pursued depends on the interests and 

cost-benefits calculations of powerful domestic constituents, such as interest-groups, 

producers, and voluntary associations. Because the distribution of power among, strength and 
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unity of societal groups varies over-time and across-states, national preferences are not fixed 

(Moravcsik, 1993, p. 484). Overall, states seek co-operation to decrease the costs and increase 

the benefits for its national societal groups flowing from economic externalities, i.e. policies 

of other nations affecting the interests of these national societal groups. Especially the voices 

of agriculture, industry, and services are heard as these sectors have concentrated, intense, and 

institutionalized organized interests (ibid., p. 480). In sum, the impetus for integration comes 

from domestic interest groups, which are represented by their national government in the 

international sphere. Liberal-intergovernmentalism deviates from neo-functionalism as it does 

not assume that interest-groups operate transnationally and lobby at the supranational level. 

In seeking to explain the different routes of the Nordic countries in European 

integration, Christine Ingebritsen (1998) slightly modifies liberal-intergovernmentalism 

theory in what she calls the ‘sectoral approach’. In this approach, she argues that only the 

interests of leading economic sectors steer the process of European integration.  

In sum, all of these three theories suggest that Iceland’s reluctance to apply for EU 

membership was driven by the economic interests of interest-groups or leading economic 

sectors. An interest-based approach would thus hypothesize that a change in this reluctance is 

merely the result of a change in the economic interests of certain domestic groups. Although 

these theories explain national preferences by considering a domestic level, or as Moravcsik 

(1998, p. 481) contends, “the approach (…) departs decisively (…) from those theories (…) 

which treat states as ‘billiard balls’ or ‘black boxes’ (…)”, it does not incorporate the role of 

political parties in the process of national preference formation. These theories assume that 

parties automatically pick up and represent the national interest as defined by domestic 

constituents, and thus lack own their agency. This seems unlikely as parties have the ability to 

shape the political agenda. In doing so, they do not only listen to interest-groups but also have 

to take into account public opinion. Moreover, parties could operate as ‘issue mobilizers’, and 

thus mobilize support for their own ideas without having a societal demand for it. The minor 

importance attributed to political parties constitute a major shortcoming of these theories.  

The next sub-section summarizes how interests-based approaches, mainly liberal-

intergovernmentalism, have been used to explain Iceland’s reluctance to European 

integration. Hereafter an overview is presented on how this same theory could account for 

Iceland’s current bid for the EU.  
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2.1.2. Fish and Sheep 

 

Ingebritsen (2008) contends that Iceland did not apply for EU membership because of the 

powerful voice of the fisheries sector. Although this sector only employs 7% of the Icelandic 

workforce, it constitutes a crucial sector for the economy as it provides 40% of its export 

earnings and 12% of its GDP (CIA The World Factbook, 2012). The fisheries strongly reject 

EU membership because of, amongst others, the likely disadvantaging effects of the EU’s 

Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), the loss of control over its marine resources, and the EU 

induced abolishment of domestic limitations on foreign investments which would potentially 

lead to large-scale acquisitions of Icelandic fishing companies (Presentation of Kristján 

Þórarinsson of the Federation of Icelandic Fishing Vessel Owners, 2011). According to 

Ingebritsen (2008, p. 157), the fisheries are influential in Icelandic politics because of their 

close connections to politicians and due to the electoral system which brings about the 

overrepresentation of the rural areas in the Alþingi, a region in which the fisheries have the 

strongest foothold (cf. also Kristinsson & Þorhallsson, 2004, p. 155). The fisheries’ opposition 

to EU membership is shared by the Icelandic Farmers Association (Bændasamtök Íslands). 

The power of this group within the latest EU debate has not been studied although it is likely 

that the electoral system could also have been beneficial for this organization. 

Although Bush and Molendowski (2011, p. 113) describe that “the global economic 

crisis, which caused financial chaos in Iceland and affected the economy really badly, 

changed the government’s and Icelandic society attitude towards integration with the 

European Union to a large extent”, Þorhallsson and Rebhan (2011) contend that there was no 

such change in the economic interests in Iceland’s traditional pillars of EU skepticism after 

the financial crisis. Therefore, they conclude that liberal-intergovernmentalism cannot account 

for Iceland’s sudden EU membership application. The authors reach this conclusion after 

investigating the economic preferences of political parties during the period of 2007 to 2010. 

They find out that the economic preferences of each party remained rather stable and thus 

they question the applicability of Moravcsik’s theory. In their view, this theory does not give 

enough attention to specific domestic circumstances, and hence they call for a more thorough 

examination of domestic politics.  
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Interestingly, they do not acknowledge that in this theory political parties are of minor 

importance to explain changes in national preferences. Governments automatically represent 

the national interests as defined by societal groups. Although Þorhallsson and Rebhan (2011) 

do not properly test liberal-intergovernmentalism, they are right to conclude that the role of 

political parties is underestimated in Moravcsik’s theory. The same holds for neo-

functionalism and the sectoral approach; they all concentrate on the interests of domestic 

constituents without considering the influence of political parties. Henceforth this thesis 

follows the advice of Þorhallsen and Rebhan (2011) and undertakes a more detailed 

examination of intra and inter political dynamics and the roles of each party within the 

decision-making process concerning Iceland’s EU membership application.  

 

2.2. A Game of Identities 

 

2.2.1. The Approach 

 

An important theory based on the assumption that ideas shape state behavior is social-

constructivism, first formulated by Alexander Wendt (1992). Although this theory was not 

originally designed to explain the process of European integration, it is often applied to 

elucidate its dynamics (e.g. Bergmann, 2009; Katzenstein, 1996; Schimmelfennig, 2001). 

Social constructivists argue that material interests alone cannot account for developments in 

the European integration process. Contrary to interest-based approaches, they do not assume 

rationality and utility maximization. They assume that interests are shaped by social 

interaction and the internalization of norms. Henceforth rationality is ‘context-bound’ and 

culturally embedded (Schimmelfennig, 2001, p. 58).  

Constructivists take it that the interaction between ideas and material forces shapes 

meaning, and hence reality and identities are partly socially constructed. Because of this 

interaction, state behavior follows the ‘logic of appropriateness’ instead of the ‘logic of 

consequences’ (Schimmelfennig, 2001, p. 58). Whereas the latter concerns rationalist 

behavior on the basis of cost-benefit analyses, the former concerns behavior on the basis of 

norms and ideas. Wendt (1992) contends that state identities shape national interests, and 

ultimately, state behavior. However, although constructivists argue that a state’s interests and 

identities are shaped by its social environment, they also acknowledge that states shape the 

social environment. Hence, the relationship between states and ideational structures are 
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mutually constitutive (Bache & George, 2006, p. 43). In this theory, the impetus for regional 

integration comes from ideas and norms which shape state interests and behavior. 

In sum, social-constructivists argue that Iceland’s former reluctance to apply for EU 

membership was not driven by its economic interests, but by the Icelandic identity and its 

corresponding norms and values. They would hypothesize that only a change in its national 

identity can explain Iceland’s decision to apply for EU membership. Although this theory 

does not necessarily neglect the domestic level in explaining national preferences, it is not 

clear about how national identities are formed or changed, and what the role of particular 

actors herein could be. Therefore, this theory does not specifically focus on the agency of 

political parties and so also misses the crucial role they could play in regional integration.  

The next sub-section summarizes how identity-based, mainly social-constructivist, 

approaches have been used to explain Iceland’s reluctance to European integration, and how 

this same theory could account for Iceland’s current bid for the EU.  

 

2.2.2. Iceland’s Everlasting Independence Struggle 

 

The unique Icelandic identity is often brought forward to explain its reluctance to join the EU. 

The myth of a special nation came up in the period 1830-1850 (Hálfdanarson, 2001, p. 37; 

Hermannsson, 2005, p. 250). The Icelandic people were engaged in an ‘independence 

struggle’ against their ruler Denmark. Before the island fell in the hands of Norway in 1262, 

there was a sort of ‘golden age’ that started with the first settlement in the year 874. As 

Hermannsson (2005, 252) argues, it was thought that modernity and progress in Iceland were 

not due to international trends but to its own unique past when it was still independent and 

sovereign. A few years before it became independent, Great Britain invaded Iceland in 1940 

because it feared that the Nazi’s would occupy the strategically important island just as they 

did with Denmark (Hardarson, 1974, p. 29-33). One year later, these troops were replaced by 

the US which installed a military base in Keflavík and left only recently, in 2006. After 

Iceland gained official independence in 1944, the idea of an everlasting ‘struggle for 

independence’ was born (Bergmann, 2009, p. 211). This struggle was also reflected during the 

‘Cod Wars’ from 1952 to 1975, when Iceland unilaterally extended its fishing zone from 4 to 

200 miles, thus limiting the British zone (Jóhannesson, 2004; Þorhallsson, 2005, p. 115).  

Hence, there is a strong political discourse in Iceland which emphasizes this idea of 

independence and sovereignty and steers its foreign policies (Bergmann, 2009, p. 310; 

Hálfdanarson, 2004; Rebhan, 2011). The transfer of sovereignty to Brussels would 
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compromise Iceland’s hard fought sovereignty, making it difficult for politicians to speak out 

in favor of EU membership (Hálfdanarson, 2004). 

 Although few studies have been conducted to explain Iceland’s sudden EU 

membership application, most of them adopt a social-constructivist (Clark & Jones, 2011; 

Kaute, 2011) or post-structuralist approach (Rebhan, 2011). In both instances, ideational 

structures steer behavior, although in the latter the emphasis is more on the use of language as 

a means to convert ideas into practice (Rebhan, 2011, p. 4).  

Kaute (2011) argues that both external and internal events have shaped the path of 

Iceland to the EU. As explained, up until 2009, Icelandic politicians kept EU membership off 

the agenda. However, the financial crisis proved to be a critical juncture, a time in which the 

Icelandic identity was reconsidered. The economic crisis and political mismanagement by the 

long ruling Independence Party brought about a search for alternatives within the political 

realm and within society (Kaute, 2011, p. 74). In this atmosphere, EU membership came to be 

seen as attractive. Due to disagreements between political parties, it was difficult to build a 

consensus on Iceland’s bid for EU membership. However this idea was legitimized through a 

majority in the Alþingi and in public opinion polls (ibid. ). The “political elites in 2009 did no 

longer perceive full EU membership as a threat to Iceland’s particular nation-state identity 

(…), a new government and new options like the EU membership and the adoption of the 

Euro were advocated to provide new stability and the possibility to reconstruct the Icelandic 

nation-state” (Kaute. 2011, p. 75). In contrast, Clark and Jones (2011) argue that during the 

crisis there was not one idea supported by a majority. They argue that there was a multitude of 

‘elite narratives’, the rhetoric’s of the different political parties on the EU question, which 

conflicted with each other. They go on to state that times of conflicting elite narratives are 

moments of potentially significant state change.  

From his post-structuralist perspective, Rebhan (2011) also contends that the discourse 

on independence changed. In contrast to Kaute (2011) and Clark and Jones (2011), he argues 

that there was not a new idea on the nation-state, nor a multitude of different narratives. By 

analyzing debates within the parliament, the scientific community, and the media after the 

financial crisis in October 2008 until the EU membership application in July 2009, Rebhan 

(2011) argues that the legitimacy of the traditional Icelandic discourse on independence and 

sovereignty, or ‘Iceland’s postcolonial discourse on independence’, was only initially 
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weakened after the financial crisis but regained strength because of the ‘Icesave dispute
5
’ and 

the Euro sovereign debt crisis in late 2009. During the weakening of this discourse, the EU 

application was approved by the Alþingi, but now skepticism grows again.  

 

This chapter discussed the two prevailing approaches within the field of regional 

integration: an interest and an identity-based one. It appears that both perspectives ostensibly 

are rather static and fail to pay attention to the role of domestic party competition and political 

choice in the path to European integration. In the interest-based approaches, parties merely 

follow the economic interests of societal groups whilst in the identity-based approach, the role 

of political parties is not thoroughly explicated. Political parties could have an important 

influence on the national preference formation, and thus regional integration, as they shape 

the political agenda. In doing so, they not only listen to the economic interests of societal 

groups but also to the wishes of the wider public, as parties compete with each other on those 

issues which seem electorally profitable. On the other hand, parties could act as issue 

mobilizers regardless of certain public demands. Henceforth, the next chapter introduces a 

party-political approach of EU accession which does take certain aspects into account.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

                                                           
5 With the fall of Landsbankinn in 2008, and with it its online saving account ‘Icesave’, the Dutch and British 

people who deposited on this account lost their savings. The Dutch and British governments compensated the 

losses of these people after the guarantee of the Icelandic government to fully reimburse these costs (Rebhan, 

2011, p. 19). Yet until today, no agreements have been made for this reimbursement which led to legal action 

against Iceland via the EFTA on initiation of the Dutch and British governments. 
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3. Opening the Blackbox of Party-Politics 
 

In this chapter, a modest step is made towards developing a party-political theory of EU 

accession. This theory is grounded on elements of two pre-existing theories: Hooghe and 

Marks’ (2008) postfunctionalism, and Kingdon’s (1984, 1995) political entrepreneurship. 

These theories are first discussed, after which the party-political theory is introduced. On the 

basis of the latter, two hypotheses and one explorative sub-question are formulated. 

 

3.1. Postfunctionalism 

 

Like neo-functionalism, the postfunctionalist theory of Hooghe and Marks (2008) assumes 

that integration is “triggered by a mismatch between efficiency and the existing structure of 

authority” (ibid., p. 2). However, it does not contend that this mismatch  necessarily leads to 

integration. Hooghe and Marks (2008) argue that the strategic interaction of national political 

parties is key in this respect, as it can either facilitate or constrain the integration process. 

Since the 1991 Maastricht Accord, the issue of European integration has entered the political 

arena, via referendums or as an election issue, increasingly turning it into a subject of party 

competition. Following Schmitter (1969, p. 166), Hooghe and Marks (ibid., p. 6) denote this 

development as ‘politicization’. Politicization refers to a process in which joint-decision 

making becomes more controversial, thus attracting a wider audience, which stimulates 

parties to take up the issue and strategically position themselves within the debate.  

An important factor contributing to the development of politicization, is the increasing 

role of, the often Eurosceptic, public opinion within the decision-making process (Hooghe & 

Marks, 2008, p. 9). From the 1950s to the late 1980s, the wish for market liberalization 

driving European integration was more an issue for interest-groups than for the general 

public. The implications of regional integration were vague making the public largely 

uninterested for it, a period denoted as ‘permissive consensus’ (Lindberg & Scheingold, 1970) 

Governments based their decisions on the negotiations with business men, instead of on the 

wishes of the whole population. As a consequence of its low saliency, political parties did not 

have any electoral incentives to profile themselves on European integration.  

As Hooghe and Marks describe, this characterization no longer obtains in the present 

day situation. Since the 1990s, the decision-making process on European integration has 

changed as political parties do not only have to bargain with domestic constituencies such as 

leading industrial sectors as described in interest-based approaches, but also need to take into 
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account the opinion of the public, a period denoted by Hooghe and Marks (2008, p. 5) as 

‘constraining dissensus’. In that sense, postfunctionalism departs from interest-based 

approaches such as neo-functionalism and liberal-intergovernmentalism. Political parties do 

not only need to find their way through all the different wishes and demands of societal 

groups, but also compete on the issue of EU integration as it developed into an issue subjected 

to public opinion. In addition, although postfunctionalism does acknowledge that invoking 

feelings of national identity, i.e. ‘the identity logic’, is an important means for parties to 

mobilize support for their ideas concerning regional integration (ibid., p. 12), it also departs 

from identity-based approaches as it ascribes a specific role to political parties within the 

process of regional integration. Hence the postfunctionalist perspective suggests that to really 

understand Iceland’s bid for EU membership, one has to examine the role of political parties 

instead of focusing on broad interest or identity-based explanations. 

 

1 = reform impetus, 2 = issue creation, 3 = arena rules, 4 = arena choice, 5 = conflict 

Source: Adopted from Hooghe and Marks (2008, p. 9). 

  

Figure 1 depicts Hooghe and Marks’ (2008, p. 8) postfunctionalist model of domestic 

politicization. The first step in this model is the existence of a mismatch between function and 

form, i.e. the ‘reform impetus’. The Icelandic financial collapse in 2008 can be seen as a 

Figure 1: Hooghe and Marks’ (2008) model of domestic politicization 
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reform impetus as it painfully showed the vulnerability of the Icelandic economy eliciting the 

need to organize economic policies on a higher, European, level. This situation consequently 

triggers societal debate on the advantages and disadvantages of potential EU membership, i.e. 

‘issue creation’.  Not only interest-groups participate in this debate, as assumed in the interest-

based approaches, but also public opinion. Political parties act as gatekeepers as they decide 

to pick up the issue or not. When opting to run with the issue, parties chose, i.e. ‘the arena 

choice’, to either contain it in the realm of interest groups, or to compete with each other in 

front of the entire population. However, the arena choice is conditioned by the rules of each 

arena (e.g. rules about referenda), i.e. ‘arena rules’. The last step concerns the ‘conflict 

structure’. This involves the question whether parties profile themselves on the basis of 

distributional (left-right) or identity (pro- or anti-integration) matters.  

 Even though the postfunctionalist model of domestic politicization accurately 

describes the process of national preference formation, and more specifically, the role of 

political parties herein, it remains somewhat unclear on how political parties interact with 

societal actors and public opinion. Hooghe and Marks (2008, p. 5) assume that political 

parties are bound by the demands of societal groups and public opinion, i.e. the constraining 

dissensus. However, this could both mean that political parties always follow the wishes and 

demands of society, or that they operate according to an ‘autonomous logic’ by mobilizing 

public support for their own ideas. For example, Hooghe and Marks (2008, p. 13) argue that 

political parties must mobilize the tension between national identity one the one hand, and EU 

integration on the other, to ‘politically activate’ the issue of regional integration. In this way, 

this issue is constructed by parties instead of brought up by society. How and under what 

conditions parties choose their strategy, is thus an open-ended issue in this theory. 

A theory elucidating under what conditions parties act as issue mobilizers, is John 

Kingdon’s (1984, 1995) theory of political entrepreneurship. This theory can be added to the 

postfunctionalist theory, and by doing this, this thesis sets a first step towards developing a 

party-political theory of EU accession. The next section briefly discusses political 

entrepreneurship, after which the remainder of this chapter further elaborates the party-

political theory and applies it to the Icelandic case. 

 

3.2. Political Entrepreneurship and the Window of Opportunity 

 

In the theory of political entrepreneurship, policy processes are described as long periods of 

stability and incremental change under the lead of a dominant, political, coalition, interrupted 



Bart Joachim Bes  VU University Amsterdam 

20 | P a g i n a  
 

by brief periods of dramatic change (Jones, Baumgartner & True, 1998, p. 2). During these 

brief periods, also called ‘critical junctures’, established policy structures crumble down, 

creating space for alternatives (Pierson, 1996). Political entrepreneurs can seize this 

opportunity to place their issues on the political agenda which hitherto where impossible to 

realize. Kingdon (1995, p. 19) argues that policy alternatives proposed by political 

entrepreneurs can be either problem- or solution driven. In the former, problems prompt the 

formation of solutions, whilst in the latter the solutions are already there and can be only 

realized when connected to a problem (Aberbach & Christensen, 2001, p. 411). Kingdon 

(1984, p. 173-204) explains that in the latter case the three streams of ‘problems’, ‘policies’ 

(solutions), and ‘politics’ collide, which opens a ‘window of opportunity’ for political 

entrepreneurs. Under these circumstances, parties can politicize or push their issues on the 

agenda, mobilize support, and ultimately alter policies.  

   

3.3. A Party-Political Theory of EU Accession: Towards Hypotheses 

 

The combination of postfunctionalism and political entrepreneurship is called ‘the party-

political theory of EU accession’. In this theory, political parties have a crucial role in a 

state’s decision to apply for EU membership. They decide which issues raised by society, in 

this case EU membership, they politicize, and place on the political agenda. Parties 

strategically position themselves on this issue and opt to either compete with each other in the 

realm of interest-groups or in front of the whole nation. During times of a critical juncture, 

however, a window of opportunity could be opened for parties to place their own issues on the 

political agenda. A window of opportunity is opened when a party can present its pre-existing 

policy preferences as the solution for a specific problem, and when it is able to push that 

through politically due to an increase in its power. In both instances, political parties are 

constrained by public opinion and societal groups, yet in the former, societal support for a 

certain issue is already present, whilst in the latter, the societal support is mobilized.  

The theory can be applied to Iceland as its 2008 financial crisis can be seen as a 

critical juncture. Iceland has had a long and stable history of reluctance towards joining 

international organizations. Yet in the wake of the financial crisis and the fall of the Haarde 

administration, Iceland quickly approved an application for joining the EU. The party-

political theory suggests that during this tumultuous period, a window of opportunity for pro-

EU political parties was opened and that they successfully seized the opportunity to mobilize 

support for their wish to apply for EU membership, without having a clear a-priori societal 
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demand for it. Three features should be present for a window of opportunity to be opened: 1) 

a problem, 2) policies, and 3) politics. The first two were present: an economic meltdown, and 

the desire of pro-EU parties to apply for EU membership respectively. The third however, has 

to be put to a test. The party-political theory suggest that after the collapse of the Haarde 

administration, power relations between parties were severely altered in such a way that EU 

proponents gained power over EU skeptics. In this way, pro-EU parties could have 

successfully steered this issue through the Alþingi. Hence, the first hypothesis is posed 

 

H1: Under the circumstances of the financial crisis, the pro-EU political 

parties became more powerful than anti-EU political parties 

 

In the same train of thought, power relations within parties could also have been 

changed leading to the mitigation of the EU skeptic voices within parties, and hence less 

opposition against an EU application. Hence, the second hypothesis is formulated: 

 

H2: Under the circumstances of the financial crisis, pro-EU party members 

became more powerful than their anti-EU counterparts 

 

In sum, the party-political theory of EU accession suggest that the sudden turn to EU 

membership in Iceland is best explained as a consequence of the established political 

landscape being dramatically disrupted in the wake of the financial crisis, which created a 

political opportunity for solution-driven political entrepreneurs to place EU membership on 

the political agenda. This line of explanation, which puts political entrepreneurs in the center, 

can be contrasted with one that holds that the economic meltdown could have generated a 

broad societal reconsideration on the merits of EU membership, modifying the Icelandic 

identity or interests.  In this account, the specific agency of political parties is marginalized as, 

after all, each party would have sought shelter with the EU under these circumstances. A 

general societal approval would nuance the political entrepreneurship exercised by political 

parties. Henceforth to control whether this was the case, the following explorative sub-

question is posed: 

  

 SQ: Was there a general societal approval of Iceland applying for EU membership? 
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To test answer this question, the following actors are investigated: interest-groups, 

societal movements, and public opinion. As described above, political parties are constrained 

by the demands and wishes of these actors. During the issue creation phase, interest groups, 

societal movements, and public opinion can exert influence on political parties. In the wake of 

the financial crisis in Iceland, the demands of anti-EU interest groups may have been 

mitigated whilst the demands of pro-EU interest-groups could have been favored because of 

the agency of specific political parties. Moreover, notwithstanding the ‘elite-electorate gap’, 

which in the Icelandic case meant that the public traditionally was more in favor of joining 

than politicians (Þorhallsson, 2002), public opinion could have also facilitated Iceland’s bid 

for EU membership. As Jupille and Curtis (2011) find, during a brief period right after the 

financial crisis, a majority of the public favored an EU application (Curtis & Jupille, 2011, p. 

5). However, the Icesave dispute in 2009 altered the short positive mood on the EU. 

Opponents argue that the force exercised by the EU during this dispute was illustrative of the 

fate tiny Iceland was likely to get if they joined the EU (Avery et al., 2011, p. 97; Curtis & 

Jupille, 2011, p. 5; Hardarson & Kristinsson, 2009, p. 1013).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 



Bart Joachim Bes  VU University Amsterdam 

23 | P a g i n a  
 

4. Method 
 

This chapter provides an overview of the methods used in this thesis. It starts with a 

description and justification of the qualitative single-case study design. This is followed by an 

overview of the data sources, after which the operationalization of the different variables are 

discussed. Lastly, the employed methodology is elaborated.  

 

4.1. Research Design: A Qualitative Single-Case Study 

 

This research attempts to conduct an in-debt analysis of Iceland’s decision-making process 

regarding its EU membership application. Such a detailed investigation asks for a single-case 

study. John Gerring (2004, p. 342) defines a case study as: “an intensive study of a single unit 

for the purpose of understanding a larger class of similar units”. Case studies make it possible 

to tackle or to obtain certain kinds of information which is impossible by using other types of 

research methods (Sykes, 1990) and offer a holistic view of processes (Gummesson, 1988, p. 

76). Even though Arend Lijphart (1971, p. 1971) argued that case studies mostly lack external 

validity, he nuances this by saying that they could contribute to the accumulation of 

knowledge on a certain topic, potentially leading to generalizations, to e.g. future EU 

enlargements, other types of regional integration or international cooperation. Furthermore, 

even though this study is theory guided, the combination of postfunctionalism (Hooghe & 

Marks, 2008) and political entrepreneurship (Kingdon, 1984, 1995) is a careful step at theory-

building. Hence, this study had a somewhat inductive nature and aimed at obtaining a better 

understanding of the role political parties have in the process of regional integration. 

Since a case study involves a rather loose design, each choice needs to be clearly 

elaborated. Two important issues with regards to measurement are: ‘validity’ and ‘precision’ 

(Gerring, 2012, p. 82-86). As this research will be done in a qualitative setting, it will be 

difficult to assess the precision of its findings (ibid., p. 84). I aimed to compensate for this 

shortcoming with the obtained ‘in-depth knowledge’ facilitated by the single-case design. 

With regards to validity, as indicated above, single-case studies do not have a high degree of 

generalizablity. However, I strive to achieve a high internal validity by using multiple sources 

of empirical evidence to measure each variable.  
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4.2. Timeframe and Data 

 

In this thesis, the economic meltdown that Iceland suffered since October 2008 is treated as a 

critical juncture. This crisis was a major impetus for the government to collapse in January 

2009 and hence the timeframe of the analysis starts here. From that point onwards, changes in 

power within and between pro-EU forces can be assessed, even more so because of the 

elections in April of that same year. The timeframe runs until 16 July 2009 when the EU 

application was approved by a majority within the Alþingi. 

 

Table 1: Overview of interviewees and their role during the decision-making process 

Interviewee Function 

Erna Bjarnadóttir Chief economist 

Farmers Association of Iceland - Bændasamtök Íslands 

Bjarni Már Gylfason Chief economist 

Federation of Icelandic Industries – Samtök Iðnaðarins 

Ragnheiður Elín Árnadóttir Vice-Chairman of parliamentary group 2009-2010 

Independence Party - Sjálfstæðisflokkurinn 

Member of the Foreign Affairs Committee 2007-2009 

Árni Þor Sigurðsson Vice-Chairman of parliamentary group 2009-2011 

Left-Green Movement - Vinstrihreyfingin – grænt framboð 

Chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee since 2009 

Kristján Þórarinsson Population ecologist 

The Federation of Icelandic Fishing Vessel Owners  

– Landssamband Íslenskra Útvegsmann 

Sigmundur Davið Gunnlaugsson Chairman of the Progressive Party - Framsóknarflokkurinn 

Member of the Foreign Affairs Committee since 2009 

Ásmundur Einar Daðason Member of Parliament 

Left-Green Movement - Vinstrihreyfingin – grænt framboð 

Sema Erla Serdar Project manager 

European Movement Iceland – Já Ísland 

Member of the Social Democratic Alliance - Samfylkingin 

Jón Bjarnason Chairman of the parliamentary group 2009 

Left-Green Movement - Vinstrihreyfingin – grænt framboð 

Minister of Fisheries and Agriculture 2009 - 2011 

Anonymous - 
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The most important data source in this study is interviews. Before selecting 

interviewees, a broad understanding of Iceland and the EU was developed by following the 

debate on online news fora such as the EUobserver, Icenews, and EUblogspot, because, as 

Evert Gummesson (1988) state, without some preunderstanding of the issue, the researcher 

will spend too much time gathering basic information during his interviews. On the base of 

this information, interviewees were selected. In line with Andrew Pettigrew (1990), it was 

tried to get a pluralist view on the issue by selecting persons from different parties, interest-

groups, and societal movements, thus analyzing ‘competing versions of reality’. Different 

persons were contacted by e-mail with an official invitation for an interview and a checklist of 

topics to be discussed (cf. Appendix I). After a week they were called to make an 

appointment. A trip to Reykjavík took place from Sunday May 20 to Sunday May 27, 2012. 

Table 1 shows an overview of the people which kindly accepted the interview request.  

Unfortunately, no members of the Social Democratic Alliance and the Movement were 

available for an interview. As their views are not represented, this thesis suffers from an 

‘interview bias’. Yet, this bias is qualified to some extent as the results show that firstly, the 

Social Democrats were the most powerful in the decision-making process. One could argue 

that since this party exercised power over other parties, it is more important to capture the 

experience of its ‘umfeld’. Secondly, the Movement is a party of just three MPs and had a 

minor role within the decision-making process. The exclusion of this party seems therefore 

not a real threat for the internal validity of this thesis.  

Each interview was face-to-face and semi-structured. Interview schemes were made 

which served as a guide (cf. Appendix II). The questions were open and provided room to 

probe follow-up questions which were not covered in the original schemes. A substantial part 

of the questions were the same among the different interviewees. This technique enabled a 

verification of information from one interviewee with the other. The interviews took 

approximately one hour and were recorded after consent was given. The interviews were 

transcribed and send to the interviewees for approval. Besides interviews, the Party Manifesto 

data of Ian Budge and colleagues (2011) was used (cf. 4.3.), the Iceland statistics website, and 

the following policy documents: the Icelandic Government Coalition Platform (2009), the 

Committee Report of the Foreign Affairs Committee (2009), the report of Foreign Minister 

Össur Skarphéðinsson (2010) to the Alþingi, and the Minimum Demands of the Farmers 

Association of Iceland in the Negotiations with the European Union (2010). 
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4.3. Methodology and Operationalization 

 

The different interviewees were either politicians or people from interest-groups or societal 

movements, i.e. societal actors. Therefore, two different interview schemes were used which 

slightly differed in their questioning. The list for politicians consisted out of four parts (A-D) 

and the list for societal actors consisted of five parts (A-E), and both contained 21 questions 

(cf. Appendix II). These interviews were made and conducted along the lines of the 25 

interview tips of Joseph Hermanowicz (2002). Firstly, the focus of the interviews was on a set 

of selected topics  (tip 8 and tip 11). The first questions served as an introduction and hence 

were easy to answer or ‘non-threatening’ in order to make the interviewee feel comfortable to 

talk. The more ‘threatening’ questions were in the middle of the interview and the interview 

ended again with easy question to ‘cool down’ the interviewee (tip 10). Before the interview, 

an introduction was read out to elaborate on the study, which informed them of their rights 

and asked for their consent for recording the interview (tip 23 and tip 20).  

To answer the research question, two hypotheses were formulated and one explorative 

question. The first hypothesis deals with changes in the balance of power between political 

parties, i.e. the first variable. To gauge this, first all election results during the last ‘European 

debate’ were visualized in a graph and compared. This means the elections of 1999, 2003, 

2007 and 2009. This was complemented by questions for the interviewees, which concerned 

both changes in balance of power between parties, e.g. “Did the financial crisis alter the 

balance of power between parties in the Alþingi?”, but also the power between parties during 

the formation: “How was the coordination between the coalition parties, the pro-EU Social 

Democratic Alliance and anti-EU Left-Green Movement, on the initiation of this motion?”  

The second hypothesis deals with changes in the balance of power within political 

parties, i.e. the second variable. This was first gauged by comparing whether the 2009 party 

manifestoes became more or less EU-skeptic than previous years. The logic behind this was 

that when parties become less EU-skeptic this can indicate that the pro-EU voices become 

more powerful within parties. This comparison was done with the Party Manifesto data 

(Budge et al., 2011). With subtracting per110, hostile mentions of the European Union, from 

per108, favorable mentions of the European Union, an indicator could be constructed of how 

EU-skeptic a party manifesto was. Of course, this is a simple test as it is not necessarily the 

case that parties act the same as their manifesto, and a less EU-skeptic approach does not 

necessarily have to be caused by the growing power of EU-proponents in a party. Therefore 
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this test was complemented with interview questions such as: “Did the financial crisis altered 

the balance of power between parties in the Alþingi?” 

For the last explorative question, besides the political actors, the interviews with the 

societal actors were of particular use. The influence of these actors on political parties, e.g. 

“Within which political party was your organization the most influential?”, the role of public 

opinion, e.g. “Were there any changes in the public opinion on EU membership, and if so, 

how important were these?”, and their position regarding the EU were queried, e.g. “What 

were your main arguments for applying or not applying for the European Union?” These 

questions were made to indicate whether there was a societal approval of the EU application 

or not, as a control whether changes in the political sphere were backed up by society. 
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5. The Icelandic Political System and the European Debate 
 

Before presenting the actual empirical analysis, this chapter provides an overview of the 

Icelandic political parties and their stance on the question of EU membership. This is needed 

to put the analysis into context, and to obtain a broader understanding of Icelandic politics. 

 

5.1. The Icelandic Party System 

 

The Icelandic party system has mostly consisted out of four parties; 1) a conservative party 

(the Independence Party, 1929-present), 2) an agrarian party (the Progressive Party, 1916-

present), 3) a social democratic party (the Social Democratic Party, 1916-1999; the Social 

Democratic Alliance, 1999-present), and 4) a left-socialist party (the Communist Party, 1930-

1938; the Socialist Party, 1938-1956; the People’s Alliance, 1956-1999; the Left-Green 

Movement, 1999-present) (Þorhallsson, 2004, p. 6). Since the early 1970s, occasionally a fifth 

or sixth party was represented in the Alþingi, the most successful being the Women’s 

Alliance, in parliament from 1983 to 1995, and the Liberal Party, in parliament from 1999 to 

2009. Besides the four traditional parties, currently a new party holds seats in the parliament; 

The Movement (formerly the Civic Movement) (Hardarson & Kristinsson, 2010, p. 1015). 

Below the five parties represented in the Alþingi and their position on the EU since the start 

of the ‘European debate’ around 2001, until the elections of 2009, are described. 

 

5.1.1. The Independence Party 

 

The Independence Party (Sjálfstæðisflokkurinn) has traditionally been the biggest party in 

Iceland. It has ruled 52 of the 68 years since the foundation of the Republic in 1944. Before 

the 2009 elections, it was in government with the Social Democratic Alliance. Yet as the party 

which had continuously been in government since 1991 and was responsible for the 

deregulation of the economy and the privatizing of the banking sector, it was widely blamed 

for the economic crash in October 2008 (Hardarson & Kristinsson, 2010, p. 1012). The public 

outcry on the failure of politicians and public officials to acknowledge their responsibility for 

the crisis reached its peak on January 19, 2009. A large group of protesters assembled before 

the Alþingi and demanded the removal of the government and government officials working 

for the Central Bank (especially former Independence Party PM Davið Oddsson) and for the 

Financial Supervisory Authority. The government fell when the coalition partner of the 
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Independence Party, the Social Democratic Alliance, pressed it to “hand over government 

leadership as a precondition for the continuation of cooperation”; an offer they could not 

accept (ibid. ).  

Traditionally, the Independence Party has been against Iceland joining the EU. 

Especially during the reign of the fierce EU skeptic Davið Oddsson, from 1991 to 2004, the 

issue of EU membership was by and large taken off the political agenda (cf. Table 2 for an 

overview of the governments and their EU policies since the start of the last debate in 2001). 

However, the party has ties with both the pro-EU business community and the anti-EU 

fishing- and agriculture industry. Hence a minority of EU proponents is present within the 

party (Interview Árnadóttir, 2012; Interview Gylfason, 2012; Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 

64), of which most notably the President of the Association of Local Authorities, Hálldor 

Halldorsson, (Interview Sigurðsson, 2012), a pro-European group which receives support 

from some of its leading figures; the ‘Independent Europeanists’ (Sjálfstæðir Evrópusinnar) 

(Avery et al., 2011, p. 99), and its youth movement (Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 64). 

 

Table 2: Government coalitions, Prime Ministers and Position on Europe, 1999-2009 

Years Coalition Prime Minister 

(Party) 

Position on Europe Opposition 

1999-2003 IP, PP Davíð Oddsson (IP) Not to apply for EU LP, SDA, LGM 

2003-2004 IP, PP Davíð Oddsson (IP) Not to apply for EU LP, SDA, LGM 

2004-2006 IP, PP Halldór Ásgrímsson 

(PP) 

Not to apply for EU LP, SDA, LGM 

2007-January 2009 IP, SDA Geir Haarde (IP) Not to apply for EU LP, PP, LGM 

February-April 

2009 

Interim: SDA, LGM 

– minority 

government tolerated 

by the PP 

Johánna 

Sigurðardóttir (SDA) 

Not to apply for EU LP, PP, IP 

Since May 2009 SDA, LGM Johánna 

Sigurðardóttir (SDA) 

EU application  IP, PP, The 

Movement 

Sources: Þorhallsson and Rebhan (2011, p. 55) and Statistics Iceland, website. Note: Years do not necessarily 

correspond to official election years due to changes within cabinets or the occurrence of interim cabinets. IP = 

Independence Party, PP = Progressive Party, SDA = Social Democratic Alliance, LGM = Left-Green Movement 

and LP = Liberal Party. 

 

5.1.2. The Social Democratic Alliance 

 

The Social Democratic Alliance (Samfylkingin) is the result of a merger between the Social 

Democratic Party, the People’s Alliance and the Women’s Alliance in 1999, which aimed at 

uniting the left and forming a block against the powerful Independence Party (Bergman, 2007, 
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p. 6-7; Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 60). Ever since 1999, the Social Democratic Alliance 

has been the second party within the Icelandic party system and under Ingibjörg Sólrún 

Gísladóttir, even took part in a coalition government including its ‘arch enemy’, the 

Independence Party, in 2007
6
. This government, or more specifically, the Independence Party, 

got blamed by the Icelandic people for causing the crisis, which led to the fall of this 

administration. As an interim solution, the Social Democratic Alliance formed a minority 

government with the Left-Green Movement, Sigurðardóttir I, which was supported by the 

Progressive Party. To change everything reminiscent of the former coalition, the leadership of 

the Social Democratic Alliance was renewed and the party installed new MP’s right before 

the 2009 elections (Hardarson & Kristinsson, 2009, p. 1015; Interview Þórarinsson, 2012). 

The former Social Democratic Party was the first to start advocating EU membership 

in 1994, amidst discussions about EU membership in other Nordic countries such as Finland, 

Sweden, and Norway. After the merger, the party initially lacked a clear stand on the question 

of EU membership due to internal disagreements, and thus refrained from putting this issue on 

the agenda for the 2002 elections (Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 60). Ever since the 

following elections, the Social Democratic Alliance showed itself a vocal and unified 

proponent of EU membership. In fact, the party justified its breakup with the Independence 

Party on the grounds that the latter did not endorse a pro-EU policy (Fréttablaðið, 2008). The 

party even made an application for the EU a precondition for maintaining the coalition with 

the Independence Party (Avery et al., 2011, p. 96; Hardarson & Kristinsson, 2009, p. 1012). 

The latter did not accept this deal, leading the Social Democrats to withdraw its Ministers.  

 

5.1.3. The Left-Green Movement 

 

Minorities from the three parties merging into the Social Democratic Alliance did not join 

whilst they disapproved of the pro-EU attitude of this new alliance, and thus formed their own 

party; the Left-Green Movement (Vinstrihreyfingin – grænt framboð) (Bergman, 2007, p. 7; 

Interview Bjarnason, 2012). Besides being a party striving for the conservation of the 

environment, a fair and prosperous economy, equality and social justice, the Left-Greens have 

always fiercely opposed any form of international interference (Left-Green Movement 

website, 2012). Hence they are against Iceland joining the EU, and previously even pled for 

                                                           
6
 The former Social Democratic Party also already cooperated with the Independence Party for three consecutive 

terms (1959-1971). This government is often denoted as the ‘Government of Reconstruction’ (Viðreisnarstjórn). 
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its withdrawal from NATO and the EEA agreement (Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 63). 

After the fall of the Haarde administration in January 2009, the Left-Green Movement formed 

an interim minority cabinet with the Social Democratic Alliance, supported by the Progressive 

Party. 

 

5.1.4. The Progressive Party 

 

The Progressive Party (Framsóknarflokkurinn) has been an important party within Icelandic 

politics. Up until 1999, when the Social Democratic Alliance entered the political arena, it 

was the second party, with the exception of the 1978 elections. As a centrist party, it has been 

part of many coalition governments including either the Independence Party or a leftist party. 

From 1995 to 2007 it ruled with the Independence Party and even delivered a PM from 2004 

to 2006, Halldór Ásgrímsson (Goodeve, 2005, p. 100). The party has its roots in the agrarian 

sector but has slowly developed into a more liberal direction (Batory & Sitter, 2004).  

Throughout the history of the Progressive Party, its stance on EU membership has 

been mainly against joining the EU. However, as Batory and Sitter (2004, p. 524) state, they 

endorse a ‘soft Eurosceptic’ attitude. During the 2001 elections, the Progressive Party stated 

in its manifesto that it would adopt a ‘wait-and-see policy’ to the question of EU membership 

(Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 66). During his time in power, Halldór Ásgrímsson kept the 

debate on EU membership going by indicating that Iceland would be better off in the EU than 

in the EEA, in which it does not have any influence in the formation of policies, and that it 

should reflect on potentially adopting the euro (ibid. ). However, the rest of the Progressive 

Party was more skeptic and did not consider EU membership a top priority (Goodeve, 2005, 

p. 100). In line with the Independence Party, the Progressive Party pled for a ‘double-

referendum’ in 2007, and opened a discussion on adopting another currency (Þorhallsson & 

Rebhan, 2011, p. 67). A double referendum means that a first referendum determines whether 

or not Iceland should apply for EU membership, and a second referendum determines, based 

on the treaty coming out of the EU-Iceland negotiations, whether or not Iceland should 

officially join the EU (Interview Daðason, 2012). 

 

5.1.5. The Citizens’ Movement 

 

The Citizens’ Movement (Borgarahreyfingin) has its roots in the pots and pans revolution in 

January 2009 (Hardarson & Kristinsson, 2009, p. 1015; Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 68). 



Bart Joachim Bes  VU University Amsterdam 

32 | P a g i n a  
 

This party claims to represent the will of the people and thus advocate the use of referendums 

in case of adopting international treaties (Citizens’ Movement, 2009). Moreover it argues in 

favor of adopting another currency. Whilst it was regarded as a party supporting the EU 

application, during the debate in the Alþingi, the party aligned with the Independence Party 

and its demand for a double-referendum (Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 68).  

 

To summarize, Table 3 shows the position of the parties on a left-right and on pro- and 

anti-EU scale. Only the Social Democratic Alliance promoted EU membership, the other 

parties were either firmly against (the Independence Party and the Left-Green Movement) or 

employed a ‘wait-and-see approach’ (the Progressive Party and The Movement). 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Bergmann (2009, p. 23) 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Table 3: Political parties and their EU policies 
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6. Analysis 
 

This chapter presents the empirical analysis. This is presented in three steps: firstly, power 

changes between parties are examined. Secondly, power changes within parties are analyzed, 

and finally it is verified whether there was a general societal approval of Iceland applying for 

EU membership. 

 

6.1. Inter-Party Dynamics 

 

6.1.1. The 2009 Elections 

 

Hypothesis 1 stated that, under the circumstances of the financial crisis, pro-EU political 

parties became more powerful than anti-EU political parties. As can be seen from Figure 2, a 

tremendous power shift had taken place during the 2009 elections. The EU-skeptic 

 Figure 2: Electoral support for major Icelandic political parties, 1963-2009 
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Independence Party lost dramatically at the expense of all other parties, and for the first time 

was not the biggest party in the Alþingi. The party went from 26 to 16 parliamentary members 

(Interview Árnadóttir, 2012). As outlined above, the party was widely blamed for the 

financial crisis (Hardarson & Kristinsson, 2010, p.1012). People started to reject the 

traditional pillars of society, including the right-wing political parties, media outlets
7
 

(Interview Serdar, 2012), and traditional interest-groups, and sought for something new to get 

Iceland economically back on track (Interview Bjarnadóttir, 2012). “Many expressed the view 

that Old Iceland had failed and that people were going to establish New Iceland” (Interview 

Þórarinsson, 2012). “The Independence Party had been spokesmen of companies, banks, 

money, and not the people, so the people [voted] for the left parties because they believed 

(…) that they were more likely to listen to their demands” (Interview Bjarnadóttir, 2012).  

The big winner of the 2009 elections was the pro-EU Social Democratic Alliance, the 

previous coalition partner of the Independence Party, making it the largest party for the first 

time by winning 29,8% of the votes (cf. Figure 2). Being a newcomer in the political arena, 

this party escaped the blame for the financial crisis (Hardarson & Kristinsson, 2010, p. 1012). 

According to this party, the ‘promising solution’ to the financial crisis was adopting the euro 

and applying for EU membership (Interview Árnadóttir, 2012; Interview Bjarnadóttir, 2012; 

Interview Daðason, 2012; Interview Gylfason, 2012; Interview Sigurðsson, 2012). By doing 

so, Iceland would get rid of its high interest and inflation rates, the blockage of the Króna and 

barriers to trade in foreign currency, get fair prices of food, higher wages, and lower debts 

(Interview Bjarnadóttir, 2012). Basically, the message of its election campaign was “Let’s 

apply for EU membership” (Interview Serdar, 2012). The crisis instigated a societal debate on 

a new approach to economic and monetary policies, making the 2009 elections mainly about 

how to deal with the economic collapse and how to get the people through this (Interview 

Bjarnadóttir, 2012; Interview Bjarnason, 2012; Interview Serdar, 2012). The issue of EU 

membership gained a lot of media attention and became debated within society (Interview 

Bjarnadóttir, 2012). Hence, a vote on the Social Democratic Alliance could have indicated a 

vote for the EU as a way to get out of the crisis (Interview Serdar, 2012).   

However, the second winner of the 2009 elections, was the EU-skeptic Left-Green 

Movement, turning them also into the second largest party. They went up from 14,3% of the 

votes in 2007 to 21,7% of the votes in 2009. One of its main issues during the elections was 

                                                           
7
 When Davið Oddsson became the director at the daily newspaper Morgunblaðið at the end of 2009, a lot of 

people cancelled their subscriptions (Serdar, 2012). 
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its promise to keep out Iceland out of the EU (Interview Árnadóttir, 2012; Interview 

Bjarnadóttir, 2012; Interview Gunnlaugsson, 2012). “For example, the leader of this party, 

Steingrímur J. Sigfússon, said just on the night before the election, that he would not apply for 

EU membership, never in his life” (Interview Daðason, 2012). This indicates that not only a 

pro-EU party, the Social Democratic Alliance, gained votes, which qualifies that a vote on the 

Social Democratic Alliance implied support for applying for the EU. In the tensed atmosphere 

following the financial crisis, a period in which people lost their money, their jobs and feared 

the future, people felt the failure of the Old, rightist, Iceland and turned their noses to the left-

side of the political spectrum (Interview Serdar, 2012). As Left-Green MP Sigurðsson (2012) 

state: “I saw it as a change from the right to the left but not necessarily related to the EU 

issue”.  

The small victory of the Citizens’ Movement fits this characterization. Out of 

nowhere, this new party gained three seats in the Alþingi. Although the party does not have a 

clear left or right-wing profile, it originated from the pots and pans revolution and claims to 

represent the demands of the ‘ordinary people’ instead of those from the banking or political 

elites. This party wanted to examine all options stabilizing the Icelandic economy and 

currency, before actually applying for EU membership (Interview Serdar, 2012). The last 

party in the Icelandic party system, the ‘soft-euroskeptic’ Progressive Party (Batory & Sitter, 

2004, p.524), slightly won some votes during the elections, it went up from 11,7 to 14,8% of 

the votes. However, this party was unclear on its stance towards EU membership. Whilst the 

party had generally adopted an anti-EU position, its 2009 party manifesto stated that Iceland 

could become a member of the EU when certain demanding conditions were met (Progressive 

Party, 2009; Interview Gunnlaugsson, 2012).  

 

6.1.2. Inter-Party Dynamics: The Formation of Sigurðardóttir II 

 

The interim minority government, consisting of the Social Democratic Alliance and the Left-

Green Movement, that followed the Haarde administration, could be continued after the 

elections. Yet, the Social Democratic Alliance only wanted to form this government under the 

condition that it would submit a motion approving an EU application to the Alþingi. If the 

majority of the parliament would be in favor, the Left-Greens were urged by the socialists to 

support the negotiation process and to take the outcome to a referendum (Interview 

Bjarnason, 2012; Interview Sigurðsson, 2012). This deal caused great discussion among the 

Left-Green members (cf. 6.2.2.). However, as the Left-Greens wanted to be in government, as 
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the first left-wing cabinet ever in Icelandic history, and they wanted to keep the Independence 

Party out of power (Interview Bjarnadóttir, 2012; Interview Daðason, 2012), they agreed with 

the Social Democratic Alliance to hand in a membership application but that “the parties 

agree to respect the differing emphasis in each party concerning EU membership and their 

right to express their opinions and campaign in the wider community accordance with their 

positions, and make provisos concerning the outcome of the negotiations (…)” (Government 

of Iceland, 2009). “This agreement was the basis for this government” (Interview 

Bjarnadóttir, 2012). 

This suggests that during the government formation, the Social Democratic Alliance, 

had more power on the issue of EU membership. However, as Daðason (2012) and Bjarnason 

(2012) argue, the leaders of the Left-Greens underestimated their power. On their party 

congress in March 2009, the party argued in favor of a referendum on whether or not to apply 

for EU membership. Because both the Independence Party and the Progressive Party preferred 

a double-referendum, the Left-Greens could have cooperated with these two parties on this 

issue. Although it was far from likely that the Left-Green Movement would have cooperated 

with these two parties in a governmental coalition just because of strong ideological 

differences, the Social Democratic Alliance could also not have worked together with them 

because “no one (…) wanted to go in government with this party!” (Interview Daðason, 

2012). The Independence Party did not want to cooperate with the socialists because of their 

harsh breakup and the Progressive Party would not have been able to go alone with them 

(ibid. ). The parties basically needed each other, because there was no other option of forming 

a stable government. However, the Left-Greens “wanted to make a government so badly, that 

this became much more important for them than opposing an EU application” (Interview 

Bjarnason, 2012). Supporting this motion was the only way to hold this government together. 

Gaining a majority for the EU application in the Alþingi has thus been a complicated 

matter. The pressure successfully exerted by the Social Democratic Alliance on the members 

of the Left-Green Movement enforced this majority (Interview Bjarnason, 2012; Interview 

Daðason, 2012; Interview Gunnlaugsson, 20120), behavior that one interviewee even called 

‘political bullying’ (Anonymous, 2012). For example, shortly before the vote on the EU 

application on the 16
th

 of July 2009, a motion approving a double-referendum on the issue of 

the EU was submitted to the parliament. Initially four MP’s handed in this motion; Ásmundur 

Eínar Daðason from the Left-Green Movement, Gunnar Bragi Sveinsson from the Progressive 

Party, Unnar Brá Kónraðsdóttir from the Independence Party, and Brigitta Jónsdóttir from the 
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Citizens’ Movement
8
. The MP for the Left-Greens backed out from the proposal after being 

pressured by Prime Minister Sigurðardóttir that by doing this, he would go against the 

Government Coalition Platform. Before the voting on this motion, The Prime Minister took 

every MP from the Left-Green Movement into a room and told them that if they would 

support the double-referendum, the government would be out. “And that I [Ásmundur Eínar 

Daðason], who was so young, would not want to destroy the first left government” (Interview 

Daðason, 2012). This strategy worked as most of the Left-Green members were newcomers, 

and were impressed by the Prime Minister who had been active in parliament for 35 years. No 

one wanted to carry the responsibility for ruining the first Icelandic left-wing government. 

During the parliamentary voting on the double-referendum, text messages were send to 

members of the Left-Greens and when next on the voting list, they were taken out of the 

parliament and again urged to vote against the double-referendum. “Some people came out 

[of this voting] totally broken down with the tears in their eyes” (Interview Daðason, 2012).  

For the motion approving an EU application, the socialists agreed with the Left-

Greens that five of its MP’s were allowed to vote against, making it the more important that 

the other nine of its MP’s voted in favour to secure a majority with the other pro-EU MP’s 

(Interview Árnadóttir, 2012). “They [the Social Democrats] counted the necessary votes, and 

as a result, a few Left-Greens got away with going against the decision because they were 

made up for by a few of the opposition members” (Interview Gunnlaugsson, 2012). In other 

words, a majority for the EU application was more or less enforced by the leaders of the 

Social Democratic Alliance and the leaders of the Left-Greens (cf. also section 6.2.2.). 

 

So to answer hypothesis 1; indeed, in the aftermath of the financial crisis a pro-EU 

party became the biggest in the 2009 elections, and thus more powerful than the anti-EU 

parties. Yet, one has to bear in mind that its victory was not necessarily based on its stance on 

the EU, as the anti-EU Left-Green Movement also won a fair share of the votes. It seems that 

it was not a change in the balance of power between pro- and anti-EU parties per se, but that it 

was more about people seeking something new to restore the Icelandic economy, and thus 

rejected the traditionally powerful rightist parties which had brought the country into crisis 

and voted for leftist parties. Old Iceland had failed, and now it was time for New Iceland.  

                                                           
8
 Not to confuse with their later proposal submitted to the Alþingi in September 2010 to withdraw the EU 

application (Icenews.is, 2010). 
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In line with hypothesis 1, the pro-EU Social Democratic Alliance was more powerful 

than the EU-skeptic Left-Green Movement during the government formation, although one 

can argue that the Left-Greens underestimated their power. The combination of these two 

parties was the only way of getting a stable government, something Iceland really needed for 

guiding it through the financial crisis. The EU application was the only big issue the parties 

disagreed on, and the Left-Greens were willing to give in to keep the Independence Party out 

of office but also since this would be the first leftist government in the history of Iceland. 

Thus instead of cooperating with other parties on this issue (e.g. via submitting a bill for a 

double-referendum to the Alþingi), the Left-Greens gave up its stance on the EU. 

 

6.2. Intra-Party Dynamics 

 

6.2.1. The Run-Up to the 2009 Elections 

 

Figure 3: Net positive/negative statements about European community during the ‘European Debate’ 

 

Source: Party Manifesto Data (Budge et al., 2011). 

NB: The party manifesto of the Citizens’ Movement did not refer to the EU at all. 

 

Hypothesis 2 stated that, under the circumstances of the financial crisis, pro-EU party 

members became more powerful than their anti-EU counterparts. A first simple test to verify 

this, is to assess whether the party manifestoes of the 2009 elections were more or less EU-

skeptic than previous years. When pro-EU members gain in strength, parties could have been 
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more open-minded towards the EU, which is potentially reflected in their party manifestoes. 

As can be seen, two parties became more negative about the EU, whilst two parties became 

more positive. The Independence Party was more negative to the EU than in the previous 

election year. Thus judging by its manifesto, EU skepticism does not seem to be mitigated 

within this party, and even went almost back to pre-2007 standards
9
. The Left-Green 

Movement also became more EU-skeptic than in 2007. This matches their election promise of 

preventing Iceland from joining the EU. This suggests that its EU-skepticism of this party was 

not mitigated by its pro-EU members. The Social Democratic Alliance endorsed overall a 

significantly more positive tone towards EU membership than 2007. The financial crisis 

instigated discussion among the Icelandic people about a how to solve the crisis. This 

situation was utilized by this party to put its wish for EU membership back on the political 

agenda. The Progressive Party was the only EU-skeptic party endorsing an overall more 

positive tone towards EU membership than in 2007. This suggests that running up to the 2009 

elections, the pro-EU voices were more heard within this party. Led by the distribution of the 

votes on the EU membership application, the remainder of this section goes more into detail 

on this hypothesis. 

  The Independence Party includes a minority favoring EU membership. Although its 

number and power did not grow vis-à-vis the EU-skeptic party leadership, as signified by its 

strong opposition throughout the whole decision-making process and the actual voting (cf. 

Table 3, only one MP voted in favor), they became more visible (Interview Serdar, 2012). 

Members of industry who felt the consequences of the crisis most, urged the party to consider 

applying for EU membership. As a response, the party initiated an examination of the pros 

and cons of EU membership after the economic crisis (Morgunblaðið, 2008). Also in its party 

manifesto it called for an examination on the possibilities of adopting another currency, and 

endorsed the idea of a double-referendum (Independence Party, 2009). However the 

manifesto was also stated that ‘EU membership does not serve the interests of the Icelandic 

nation’ and at its party congress in March 2009, the party made abundantly clear that it was 

against applying for EU membership (Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 65; Interview 

Árnadottir, 2012). As the minority of EU proponents did not gain more influence in the party, 

they decided to campaign alongside some socialists in the 2009 elections, which cost the 

                                                           
9
 In 2007 the Independence Party formed a coalition government with the Social Democratic Alliance. This 

prospect may have been a reason to ease its stance on European integration.   
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Table 4: Distribution of the votes on the EU membership application per party 

 Votes for the EU membership 

Application 

Votes against the EU membership 

application 

Abstained 

Social Democratic Alliance 

(Samfylkingin) 

Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir 

Helgi Hjörvar 

Valgerður Bjarnadóttir 

Steinunn Valdís Óskarsdóttir 

Össur Skarphéðinsson 

Sigríður Ingibjörg Ingadóttir 

Skúli Helgason 

Ásta Ragnheiður Jóhannesdóttir 

Árni Páll Árnason 

Katrín Júlíusdóttir 

Þórunn Sveinbjarnardóttir 

Magnús Orri Schram 

Björgvin G. Sigurðsson 

Oddný Guðbjörg Harðardóttir 

Róbert Marshall 

Kristján Möller 

Guðbjartur Hannesson 

Ólína Þorvarðardóttir 

Sigmundur Ernir Rúnarsson 

Jónína Rós Guðmundsdóttir 

 

20 votes 

- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0 votes 

- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0 abstained 

Left-Green Movement (Vinstriheyfingin 

– grænt framboð) 

Árni Þór Sigurðsson 

Álfheiður Ingadóttir 

Svandís Svavarsdóttir 

Lilja Mósesdóttir 

Ögmundur Jónasson 

Steingrímur J. Sigfússon 

Bjarkey Gunnarsdóttir 

Katrín Jakobsdóttir 

 

8 votes 

 

Atli Gíslason 

Þuríður Backman 

Lilja Rafney Magnúsdóttir 

Ásmundur Einar Daðason 

Jón Bjarnason 

 

 

 

 

5 votes 

Guðfríður Lilja Grétarsdóttir 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 abstained 
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Independence Party (Sjálfstæðisflokkyr) Ragnheiður Ríkharðsdóttir 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 vote 

 

Illugi Gunnarsson 

Pétur H. Blöndal 

Ólöf Nordal 

Birgir Ármannsson 

Bjarni Benediktsson 

Jón Gunnarsson 

Ragnheiður Elín Árnadóttir 

Árni Johnsen 

Unnur Brá Konráðsdóttir 

Kristján Þór Júlíusson 

Tryggvi Þór Herbertsson 

Ásbjörn Óttarsson 

Einar K. Guðfinnsson 

Guðlaugur Þór Þórðarson 

 

14 votes 

Þorgerður Katrín Gunnarsdóttir 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 abstained 

Progressive Party (Framsóknarflokkur) Siv Friðleifsdóttir 

Birkir Jón Jónsson 

Guðmundur Steingrímsson 

 

 

 

 

3 votes 

 

Sigmundur Davíð Gunnlaugsson 

Vigdís Hauksdóttir 

Eygló Harðardóttir 

Gunnar Bragi Sveinsson 

Höskuldur Þórhallsson 

Sigurður Ingi Jóhannsson 

 

6 votes 

- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0 abstained 

Citizens’ Movement (Borgarahreyfingin) Þráinn Bertelsson 

 

 

 

1 vote 

 

Þór Saari 

Birgitta Jónsdóttir 

Margrét Tryggvadóttir 

 

3 votes 

- 

 

 

 

0 abstained 

Total  33 votes 28 votes 2 abstained 

 

Source: Icenews.is (2009)
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Independence Party a fair share of its votes (Interview Gunnlaugsson, 2012; Interview 

Árnadóttir, 2012).  

 The Social Democratic Alliance is the only party which has been united in its stance 

on EU membership, and so there was no shift in the balance of power between proponents and 

opponents of EU membership. Soon after the merger of the four leftist parties in 1999
10

, the 

quest of Iceland joining the EU had come to constitute the binding factor for this new party. 

“[T]hat’s why we [members of the Progressive Party] often call them the ‘one-issue party’ 

because everything is connected to EU membership. That is what unites them” (Interview 

Gunnlaugsson, 2012). It was very important for them to keep the application alive and to get 

it through during the formation with the Left-Greens, because else there would have been 

nothing to hold them together anymore (Interview Bjarnason, 2012). In Table 4 it can be seen 

that each Social Democratic MPs voted in favor of the EU application.  

  Within the Left-Green Movement, there was not a change in the balance of power 

between EU proponents and EU opponents. Most of the Left-Green Members are against 

Iceland joining the EU. The Left-Green Movement only nuanced its stance in order to 

approach the Social Democratic Alliance. For example, during its party conference in March 

2009, the Left-Greens stated that they wanted to have a democratic debate within the party on 

the costs and benefits of EU membership and argued in favor of a referendum after potential 

accession negotiations (Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 63). However, in the end, it made 

clear that it was against Iceland joining the EU. The fact that a majority of eight MP’s still 

voted in favor of the EU application was due to other causes (cf. section 6.2.2. ).  

 Just as in the Independence Party, the pro-EU members within the Progressive Party 

became more visible. In its party manifesto, it was stated that Iceland should apply for EU 

membership on the condition of gaining a favorable treatment of its fisheries and agricultural 

sector (Progressive Party, 2009). As party leader Sigmundur Davið Gunnlaugsson (2012) 

argued, to put the matter of EU membership behind them, a consensus was reached between 

the EU opponents and EU proponents in the way mentioned. During the voting it could be 

seen that three out of the nine MP’s (i.e. 1/3!) voted in favor of the membership application. 

Also the youth movement of the Progressive Party endorsed a more pro-EU attitude during 

the 2009 elections (Interview Serdar, 2012). In this sense, the pro-EU members of the 

Progressive Party gained power and contributed to the passing of the motion approving an EU 

                                                           
10

 Although the party did not uniformly endorse EU membership right after its foundation in 1999 (cf. 5.1.2.), 

ever since the 2003 elections it has been united on its pro-EU stance. 
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membership application. Yet, it cannot be observed that these members gained power over 

their anti-EU counterparts. Especially under its new leadership, the Progressive Party overall 

remained anti-EU (Interview Gunnlaugsson, 2012). 

The last party, the Citizens’ Movement, was not really outspoken on this issue 

although it was mainly regarded as supportive of the Sigurðardóttir administration (Interview 

Árnadóttir, 2012; Interview Bjarnadóttir, 2012). However, the exact stance of the Citizens’ 

Movement is hard to assess as it did not refer to the EU in its party manifesto. During the 

debate in the Alþingi, the party aligned with the Independence Party and its demand for a 

double-referendum. Only one member, Þráinn Bertelsson, voted in favour of the EU 

application (cf. Table 4). After the decision-making process, he broke with the Citizens’ 

Movement and surprisingly joined the anti-EU Left-Green Movement. The three remaining 

MP’s formed the new party ‘The Movement’ (Hreyfingin) (Þorhallson & Rebhan, 2011, p. 

68). Due to the ambiguous stance of the Citizens’ Movement on the matter of EU membership 

and its small size, it cannot be examined whether, under the circumstances of the financial 

crisis, pro-EU party members became more powerful than their anti-EU counterparts. 

 

6.2.2. Intra-Party Dynamics: The Formation of Sigurðardóttir II 

 

As described in section 6.1.2., dropping its opposition to an EU application was the price the 

Left-Greens paid for forming a government with the Social Democratic Alliance. This bargain 

instigated much discussion within the party. Besides those Left-Greens who greatly desired to 

form the first-left wing government and thus come to power, there were some members 

vehemently against an EU application, but also some new members even actually favoring 

EU membership, which stood in stark contrast to the EU-skeptic foundation of the party 

(Interview Bjarnason, 2012). Since the party was so split on this during the formation of the 

government, it was not ready for applying for EU membership. Five of its MP’s declared that 

they were not going to support such an application, amongst others, Jón Bjarnason who 

became Minister of Fisheries and Agriculture (cf. Table 4), 

The leaders of the Left-Green Movement, Steingrímur J. Sigfússon and Katrin 

Jakobsdóttir, and a majority within the parliamentary group argued that, if agreed by a 

majority in the Alþingi, Iceland should go into a negotiation process with the EU, and the 

outcome of these negotiations should be put to a referendum. The Icelandic people never had 

the opportunity to have a say in this question although it has been a hot political topic 

(Interview Sigurðsson, 2012). For that reason, the leadership of the Left-Greens contended at 
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that time, that with holding a referendum on the outcome of the negotiations, the issue of EU 

membership could be sorted out once and for all: “(…) it is not so that it is the whole 

government’s policy to join the EU at the end of the day, it is the government’s policy to go 

through these negotiations, to conclude them and to take the result to a referendum” 

(Interview Sigurðsson, 2012). Basically, to justify its move and to be loyal to its coalition 

partner, the Left-Greens detached the issue of applying for EU membership, from actually 

joining the EU. The Social Democrats anticipated on this by saying to their coalition partner, 

but also presenting to the Icelandic public as such, “[w]e should apply in order to look inside 

‘the package’, (…) to see what is being offered” (Interview Gunnlaugsson, 2012).  

Retrospectively, the five dissidents of the Left-Green Movement felt that by detaching 

the issue of applying for EU membership, from joining the EU, its leaders created a 

misconception of the EU application. As former Minister from the Left-Green Movement, 

Bjarnason (2012) argued, when a country applies, it already needs to adjust its national 

legislation to the European acquis. More specifically: 

 

“[The leaders of the Left-Green Movement] wanted to keep this government together so they 

said that [the EU application] is the sacrifice we have to make (…). And our leaders were always 

saying that, but I think that it is wrong. They were just trying to lie to themselves to make an 

excuse. So the application was more or less just about checking to see if it was something that 

we really wanted, and was not meant to lead to automatic membership. But this is not possible. If 

you don’t go in the door in the end, the door will be shut and you cannot go back out”. 

 

Despite its support for the EU application, a fair share of the Left-Green Movement thus 

beliefs that Iceland will never join the EU and continues its fight to keep Iceland out of the 

EU (Icenews, 2012a). This led to the strange situation that during the voting, Left-Green 

members, for example the current Minister for the Environment Svandís Svavarsdóttir, 

declared in her one-minute speech to the Alþingi for elucidating her position, “how awful [the 

EU application] was, how it was not in our interest to go, how this was against her party’s 

policy, how she had always been against it, and that’s why I say yes!” (Interview Árnadóttir, 

2012).  

The ongoing disagreements between the members in favor of the application and the 

five dissidents ultimately played its part. After pressuring these MP’s, “they [the leaders of 

the Left-Green Movement] said that it was important that we should accept to send the 

application, and if we did not then it would cause the party to become split” (Interview 

Bjarnason, 20120), it was agreed that they could vote against the application (cf. also 6.1.2. ). 
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It was for the first time in 20 years that a Minister, Jón Bjarnason, did not vote for a proposal 

that came from another Minister. So besides the leaders of the Social Democratic Alliance, 

the leaders of the Left-Greens also pressured its members for securing a majority. After the 

decision-making process, three members broke with the party; Ásmundur Eínar Daðason 

joined the Progressive Party, Atli Gíslason stopped being an MP, and Lilja Mosesdóttir 

started her own party. After a year in office, Jón Bjarnason was voted out of the government 

by his own party, although he remained a MP for the Left-Greens. 

 

To answer hypothesis 2; in the aftermath of the financial crisis, pro-EU members did 

not gain more power over anti-EU members within parties. Overall, all parties kept their 

stance with regards to the EU, however, different trends were observed within the political 

parties. In the Progressive Party, the pro-EU members became more powerful and contributed 

to the passing of the motion approving an EU membership application. However, they did not 

gain power over their anti-EU counterparts as expressed by the overall anti-EU stance of the 

Progressive Party. In the Independence Party, the pro-EU members became more visible. 

Although it did not work, a minority within this party tried to push the party to become more 

open to EU membership. The majority within this party remained against Iceland joining the 

EU, turning the pro-EU members to cooperate with a group of socialists during the 2009 

elections. No shifts in the balance of power regarding the EU issue were observed within the 

Left-Green Movement and the Social Democratic Alliance. 

During the government formation, the Left-Greens did not drop its opposition to EU 

membership because its pro-EU members gained power over the anti-EU members. It did so 

for the sake of keeping the government together. The leaders of the party are still against EU 

membership and content to continue their fight to prevent Iceland from joining the EU.  

 

6.3. Political Entrepreneurship or Societal Awakening? 

 

That the pro-EU Social Democratic Alliance became the most powerful and that all other 

parties were overall still anti-EU, contributes to the strength of the political entrepreneurship 

explanation of Kingdon (1984, 1995). However, this can be nuanced when there was a general 

societal approval for Iceland applying for EU membership. In this case, one could argue that 

whichever party had came to power, it would sought its way to the EU due to huge societal 

demand. Henceforth the following sub-question was posed: Was there a general societal 

approval of Iceland applying for EU membership? In this section the influence of interest-



Bart Joachim Bes  VU University Amsterdam 
 

46 | P a g i n a  
 

groups, societal movements, and public opinion within the political arena is briefly explored. 

When there was no societal approval of EU membership as a consequence of the financial 

crisis, this reinforces the argument about political entrepreneurship. 

 

6.3.1. Interest-Groups and Societal Movements 

 

Most Icelandic interest-groups and societal movements can be categorized as either against or 

for Iceland obtaining EU membership. Two interest-groups are particularly vehemently 

against the application: the Farmers Association (Bændasamtök Íslands), and the Federation 

of Icelandic Fishing Vessel Owners (Landssamband Íslendskra Útvegsmann), and one 

societal movement; The No Movement (Heimssýn). Although they did not lobby more than 

normally during the short decision-making process, the fisheries and agriculture sectors feel to 

have lost some of their influence (Anonymous, 2012; Interview Bjarnadóttir, 2012). However, 

as Sigurðsson (2012) stated: “All (...) stakeholders feel that they are less heard now than 

before the financial crisis. This is mainly because the government is not able to say yes to all 

their wishes so to speak. They are asking for more money and state provision for this, and 

this, and this, and after the financial crisis we had to cut down expenditures and raise taxes”. 

The No camp addresses a couple of other reasons for their diminishing influence. 

Firstly, it was argued that the interim- and newly formed leftist government was primarly 

focused on the demands of grass roots movements originating from the pots and pans 

revolution. As Bjarnadóttir (2012) explained: “There came forward new interest-groups. The 

people which were heavily indebted, unemployed, or severely affected by the financial crisis, 

became very loud and organized in groups, so this might have shifted the attention of the 

authorities away from old traditional interest-groups. They had to listen to and put effort into 

taking care of, for example, these groups; consumer oriented or workers groups” (Interview 

Bjarnadóttir, 2012). A newly formed societal group gaining influence was the Organized 

Interest Group of Households (Hagsmunasamtök Heimilanna). Secondly, the fisheries and the 

agriculture sector are mostly represented by the Independence Party and the Progressive Party 

(i.e. the old Farmer’s Party). These parties were in the opposition during the decision-making 

process rendering the influence of these sectors less significant.  

The pro-interest groups and the Yes movement (Ja Ísland) were quite passive during 

the decision-making process and also felt that their influence has been limited (Interview 

Gylfason, 2012; Interview Serdar, 2012). However, as some interviewees note, some of these 

organizations are closely connected to the Social Democrats. Close connections between 
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interest-groups and politicians are rather characteristic of Iceland, “[as a small country], (...) it 

does not take more than two or three people to change policies as everyone is quite closely 

connected to each other” (Daðason, 2012). Examples mentioned are the Icelandic 

Confederation of Labour, (Alþýðusamband Íslands) of which its leader Gylfi Arnbjörnsson is 

a member of the Social Democratic Alliance, the Icelandic Travel Industry Association 

(Samtök Ferðaþjónustunnar), of which they have a running up MP for the Social Democratic 

Alliance (ibid., 2012), and the Consumer Organization of Iceland (Neytendasamtökin) 

(Interview Bjarnadóttir, 2012). Most interviewees ultimately concluded that the influence of 

all interest-groups has been very little due to the short time span of the decision-making 

process, and that the decision was mainly a political one (Interview Daðason, 2012; Interview 

Gylfason, 2012; Interview Gunnlaugsson, 2012; Interview Serdar, 2012). Hence, with regards 

to interest-groups and societal movements, no change in their position towards the EU was 

observed and no increase in their power. With regards to having a general societal approval of 

EU membership, these results indicate that in the interest-group arena there was no consensus. 

 

6.3.2. The Power of the Public? 

 

Interestingly, there are few regular polling’s done under the Icelandic people about whether 

or not to join to the EU. Curtis and Jupille (2011) constructed their own public opinion times  

 

Figure 4: Icelandic support for EU membership 

 

Source: Adapted from Curtis & Jupille (2011) 
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series based on polls conducted by the daily-newspaper Fréttablaðið and polling organisation 

Capacent Gallup (cf. Figure 4), and concluded on the basis of that, that the Icelandic public 

opinion has been very volatile and susceptible to political persuasion. As can be seen from 

Figure 4, up until the collapse of the banking industry in October 2008, public opinion was 

almost evenly divided about the question of joining the EU. Following these events, there was 

a brief period in which a majority of the Icelandic public favoured EU accession (cf. red circle 

in Figure 4). This is confirmed by almost all interviewees, who concluded that during this 

time of anxiousness and fear for the future, the idea of the EU as an economic shelter was 

appealing (Interview Árnadóttir, 2012; Interview Gunnlaugsson, 2012; Interview Sigurðsson, 

2012).  

However, about whether there was a majority in favour to apply during the actual 

decision-making process, interviewees disagree and this can be mainly attributed to two 

factors. Firstly, it mattered which medium conducted the poll. In Iceland there are two 

important daily newspapers, one which is pro-EU, the state-owned and freely dispersed 

Fréttablaðið and the other which is anti-EU, the private Morgunblaðið (Interview Serdar, 

2012). It mattered which newspaper conducted the poll as the results are presented 

correspondingly to its stance. The second factor is what the polls asked the respondents. For 

example; ‘do you want to start membership talks?’, or ‘do you want to apply for 

membership?’, or ‘do you want to join the EU?’ (Eunews.blogspot.nl, 2009). The first two 

questions can be interpreted differently. As Icelanders always have found the issue of EU 

membership a complicated one, they mostly favoured talks, but not a formal application 

(ibid.). Polls can thus differently be interpreted and used. 

In other words, it is difficult to assess whether there was a majority among the public 

favouring the EU application or not. However, since the role of interest-groups was small and 

the opinion of the public was rather unclear, it can be concluded that there was not a 

pronounced societal approval of the EU application during the short time span of the decision-

making process. As the leader of the Progressive Party, Sigmundur Davið Gunnlaugsson 

(2012) stated: 

 

“[T]his application was very different than other countries that have applied for EU 

membership. Very usually they [the government] have broad support from within parliament, 

from different parties, and you have support from interest-groups, from employers, from 

workers and so on. None of that was the case here. (...). So instead of having a lot of 

discussion in society and this decision being based on large groups of people wanting to join, 
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this discussion here was almost entirely based on the political position of the Social 

Democrats, taking advantage of the situation of the new government to push this through” 

 

These findings support Kingdon’s theory of political entrepreneurship and makes it strongly 

applicable to the Icelandic case. The role of the Social Democrats have been decisive in 

Iceland’s bid for EU membership. The financial crisis created a window of opportunity for the 

Social Democratic Alliance to push its wish for EU membership on the political agenda, 

without having a clear societal demand for it. After winning the elections, the party formed 

the new government and exercised its political power to create a majority within the Alþingi. 
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7. Discussion 
 

This thesis was set out to investigate how Iceland’s hasty EU membership application came 

about following a long history of Euro-skepticism. So far, interest or identity based 

approaches to regional integration have downplayed the role of political parties and how they 

strategically respond to the demands of the public, interest-groups, and societal movements. 

Hence, in this thesis a party-political theory of EU accession was used, grounded on the 

postfunctionalist theory of Hooghe and Marks (2008) and Kingdon’s (1984, 1995) theory of 

political entrepreneurship. In doing so, the following research question was posed: What was 

the role of party-politics within in Iceland’s decision-making process concerning its EU 

membership application? The period following the financial crisis which struck the arctic 

island in October 2008, was treated as a critical juncture. This refers to a moment in which a 

window of opportunity could be opened for pro-EU political parties. The timeframe under 

analysis ranged from the fall of the Haarde administration in January 2009 to the 

parliamentary approval of the EU application in July 2009. Although the main focus of this 

thesis was on the strategies of, and power shifts between, Icelandic political parties, the 

influence of interest-groups, societal movements, and public opinion on the political parties 

was also assessed in order to provide a complete picture of how parties responded to these 

actors and to find out whether there was a general societal approval of the EU membership 

application during the decision-making process. 

To guide this research, two hypotheses were formulated and one explorative sub-

question. Hypothesis 1 stated that, under the circumstances of the financial crisis, the pro-EU 

political parties became more powerful than anti-EU political parties. This first hypothesis 

could be answered affirmatively. The big winner of the 2009 elections was the pro-EU Social 

Democratic Alliance, which subsequently was the most powerful on the issue of EU 

membership during its government formation with the EU-skeptic Left-Green Movement. The 

Independence Party, the party that for a long time held the issue of EU membership off the 

political agenda, lost dramatically thus limiting its traditional influence. However, to put these 

results more in perspective, the triumph of the Social Democrats is better interpreted as a 

societal rejection of the traditional pillars of Iceland and the desire for something new. The 

victory of the EU-skeptic Left-Green Movement and the from the protests originated Citizens’ 

Movement underscore this notion. Hence, the support for the Social Democrats was not 

necessarily based on its pro-EU stance. Even though there was no other viable way of forming 

a coalition including both the Left-Green Movement and the Social Democratic Alliance, the 
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former decided to drop its opposition to an EU application for the sake of forming the first 

Icelandic left-wing government and keeping the Independence Party out of power. During the 

formation, the pro-EU socialists had more power over the anti-EU Left-Greens although this 

could also be attributed the latter’s underestimation of its own power. 

Hypothesis 2 stated that, under the circumstances of the financial crisis, pro-EU party 

members became more powerful than their anti-EU counterparts. This hypothesis is not 

confirmed. Although pro-EU members of the Independence Party and the Progressive Party 

became more visible during the decision-making process, the overall party lines remained the 

same. Whilst the former had to deal with a pro-EU minority campaigning alongside the Social 

Democrats during the elections, the latter had to make a compromise with its pro-EU 

members. The Left-Green Movement and the Social Democratic Alliance were overall united 

in their stance on EU membership. The reason that the Left-Greens gave up their opposition 

towards an application for EU membership was due to their eagerness to come into 

government. To justify its support for the application, the leaders of this party detached the 

issue of applying for EU membership, from actually joining the EU. Nevertheless, the party 

was still firmly against Iceland joining the EU, indicating that its pro-EU members did not 

gain more power during the formation. 

To control whether the parliamentary approval of the EU membership application was 

purely based on the agency of a political party, i.c. the Social Democratic Alliance, the 

following sub-question was posed: ‘Was there a general societal approval of Iceland applying 

for EU membership?’ From the analysis it could be concluded that there was no ‘societal 

awakening’ of the Icelandic public, interest-groups and societal movements on the question of 

EU membership. Interest-groups and societal movements retained their positions and did not 

gain more power during the period under analysis. Of course, they have been campaigning 

throughout the whole European debate since the end of the 21
st
 century, however they did not 

had a significantly stronger contribution during the decision-making process itself. Although 

close ties between the pro-EU forces in Iceland and the Social Democratic Alliance exist, the 

decision seemed to be almost exclusively based on the political entrepreneurship of the party. 

The same conclusion holds for public opinion. It is difficult to assess whether there was a 

majority in favour of the application during the decision-making. This is mainly due to the 

questioning used in polls and the type of organizations conducting the poll.  

During the interviews, it was also asked whether other parties would have done the 

same under the circumstances of the financial crisis. All interviewees agreed that it was 

impossible to create another coalition than the current one, and that, if possible, an EU 
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application would not have come about without a double-referendum. A uniform and vocal 

societal pressure or political majority for such an application was absent, hence there were no 

strong incentives for other parties to seek for EU membership. This underscores the decisive 

role the Social Democratic Alliance played in Iceland’s bid for EU membership. Due to its 

strong political entrepreneurship, facilitated by the financial crisis, this party realized its 

desire to apply for EU membership, which would have been impossible before. 

To answer the research question; the role of party-politics within Iceland’s bid for EU 

membership has been crucial. Kingdon’s (1984) three streams enabling a window of 

opportunity collided perfectly. Firstly, the Social Democratic Alliance had for a long time the 

desire to make Iceland a member of the EU, i.e. the solution. Secondly, the financial crisis, 

i.e. the problem, proved to be a critical juncture which destabilized Iceland’s traditional EU-

sceptic pillars. It showed the vulnerability of a tiny island within the international atmosphere 

providing the Social Democratic Alliance the opportunity to successfully put EU membership 

on the political agenda during the 2009 elections. Lastly, the elections and the government 

formation, i.e. politics, turned out to be of key importance. The pro-EU Social Democratic 

Alliance became the biggest party within Icelandic politics and thus gained strength over its 

traditional anti-EU rivals. Also during its government formation with the Left-Green 

Movement and the voting on the application, mainly the Social Democrats, but together with 

the Left-Green leaders, successfully enforced a political majority. The lack of a ‘real majority’ 

within politics, and ostensibly within the realm of interest-groups, societal movements and the 

public, makes the ‘party-politics factor’ even more important.  

This brings us to the importance of analyzing the domestic political dynamics within 

states, or ‘opening the black-box’, to understand state preferences exercised within the 

international arena. The theory of postfunctionalism (Hooghe & Marks, 2008) is the first to 

actually do this. When it becomes clear to a nation that certain policies can be better regulated 

at the international instead of national level, different actors, such as public opinion, interest-

groups or societal movements, can make demands or lobby for this to happen. However, 

political parties ultimately decide which issues are picked up, or politicized. Triggered by 

political incentives, parties can respond to such demands by strategically positioning 

themselves within the debate.  

This crucial step is omitted in interest-based approaches, in which it is assumed that 

governments automatically represent the ‘national interest’ as defined by the domestic (liberal 

intergovernmentalism) or transnational (neo-functionalism) interests of interest-groups. 

Furthermore, such approaches also miss the potential influence public opinion can have on the 
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choices of political parties. On the other hand, identity based approaches assume that ideas 

influence state behaviour without specifying which ideas influence whom, how, and when. Of 

course, identity arguments fit the Icelandic case as a nation which is characterized by its 

independence struggle. Parties could put forward. or strategically employ the Icelandic 

identity i.e. ‘the identity logic’ (cf. 3.1.), making it worthwhile for social constructivists to 

examine party-politics more closely.   

Interestingly, by utilizing these approaches, one would have never expected nor really 

understood why Iceland applied for EU membership. The interests of interest-groups and 

societal movements have not changed (interviews, 2012), public opinion has been mostly 

divided (Curtis and Jupille, 2011, p. 5), and the Icelandic identity has not vanished (Bergmann 

Einarsson, 2009), although temporarily weakened (Rebhan, 2011), during the decision-

making process. Iceland’s foreign policy on the EU has been greatly influenced by the agency 

of just one political party, the Social Democratic Alliance, and that is where Kingdon’s (1984, 

1995) theory of political entrepreneurship comes of use. A majority has been constructed 

within a short time span of just three months by the power of the Social Democratic Alliance. 

Without analyzing the shifts in the balance of power between and within parties, and 

assessing the role of the different actors in the political arena, one could not have seen that in 

the case of Iceland, its national preference to apply for EU membership is to a large extent 

determined by just one actor.  

By combining postfunctionalism and the theory of political entrepreneurship, this 

thesis has attempted to solve the puzzle of Iceland’s hasty EU membership application and 

could thus provide a valuable contribution to the research hitherto done on this topic (e.g. 

Bush & Molendowski, 2011; Clark & Jones, 2011; Rebhan, 2011; Þorhallsson, 2011; 

Þorhallsson & Rebhan, 2011) which miss these insights. Moreover, by adding the theory of 

political entrepreneurship to postfunctionalism, a small step is made for further theory 

development in the field of regional integration. Not only can the party-political theory be 

employed to analyze future EU enlargements, e.g. Turkey, Macedonia, and Montenegro, but 

also for analyzing national preference formation and the decisions of states to integrate or 

cooperate in the international sphere. This may make the results of this study generalizable to 

a broader set of cases. Another interesting suggestion for future research is to assess under 

what conditions parties can mobilize support for EU membership. The level of welfare could 

be an important factor herein. Interviewees (2012) suggested that the EU application of 

Finland in and Sweden in 1995 was, like Iceland, triggered by economic difficulties.  
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Of course, each research also comes with its limitations. In this thesis, the opinion of 

the Social Democratic Alliance and the Movement are underrepresented, as they declined the 

invitation for an interview. However, this is tried to solve by selecting interviewees from 

different organizations or parties, having different opinions. Moreover, one can also argue that 

it is more important to capture the experience of the ‘umfeld’ of the Social Democratic 

Alliance, as this provides a more accurate description of the power exercised by this party (cf. 

also 4.2.). Certainly in the light of the results, members of this party could have nuanced the 

pressure they exerted. The Movement was a small party which did not had an important role 

in the decision-making process. Hence it is assumed that the lack of its vision does not pose a 

real threat to the internal validity of this thesis.  

 

The remainder of this chapter concludes with the current situation in Iceland, and 

based on this, what the odds are that Iceland will join the EU.  

 

The lack of a public and political backed EU application seems to currently have its 

repercussions. Although Iceland makes fast progress on its negotiations with the EU, i.e. it 

has opened already 18 of the 35 required policy chapters and closed 10 chapters, the most 

difficult chapters, on fisheries and agriculture, are still left unopened. Moreover, the whaling 

issue and the ‘Mackerel War’ between, on the one hand, Iceland and the Faroe Islands, and on 

the other hand, the EU, concerning fish quota’s, remain to be unsolved (Icenews.is, 2012b). 

The latest polls conducted by the Social Science Research Institute of the University of 

Iceland, show that by now, a majority of the Icelandic people is against Iceland joining the 

EU (Icenews.is, 2012c). Another remarkable poll is the one conducted in March 2012 by the 

pro-EU interest-group, the Federation of Icelandic Industries, which shows that a majority of 

its members oppose EU membership (eunews.blogspot.nl, 2012a). Furthermore, the EU 

information centre opened in Reykjavík in January 2012, is perceived as an intrusion on 

Icelandic soil (Anonymous, 2012); Iceland has been considering the Canadian dollar over the 

Euro (EUobserver, 2012); and the Icesave dispute still looms large over the Icelandic public 

(ibid.).   

  Most notably, disagreements on the EU persists between the two coalition partners 

(Icenews.is, 2012d). For example, when Left-Green Minister of the Interior, Ögmundur 

Jónasson, argued to speed up the negotiations in order to have the results before the new 

parliamentary elections in 2013, Social Democrat Minister Össur Skarphéðinsson responded 

by stating that this party has been the main factor delaying the process and that it does not 
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serve Iceland’s interests to rush the negotiations (Icenews, 2012d). Although it seems 

contradictory that a pro-EU Social Democrat does not want to speed up the negotiations, as 

mentioned above, opposition to the EU application grows, making it likely that if put to a 

referendum now, the application will be rejected. Furthermore Skarphéðinsson said: “(…) it is 

an open secret that is was precisely Ögmundur’s wing, the wild cats of the Left-Green 

Movement, that resisted all along and, for example, pushed in individual ministries to ensure 

key essential specialists were not brought in to work on the preparations” (ibid.). Since the 

Left-Green Minister for Trade and Finance, Steingrímur J. Sigfússon declared to keep on 

fighting against Iceland joining the EU, the relations between the two parties have been grim. 

In the meanwhile, the Independence Party and the Progressive Party are gaining support 

because of their anti-EU stances and its leaders have stated that they will withdraw the 

application if they win the 2013 elections (eunews.blogspot.nl, 2012b).  

Finally, the issue of EU membership dominated the Icelandic Presidential elections in 

June 2012. Basically two candidates had high changes; the former anti-EU President Ólafur 

Ragnar Grímsson, and, a new face in politics, the pro-EU Þóra Arnórsdóttir. The former has 

been in power since 1996 and was re-elected because of his anti-EU stance and his refusal to 

sign a bill for reimbursing the Dutch and British citizens who invested in the online saving 

account Icesave belonging to the fallen bank Landsbankinn. With this refusal, this bill 

automatically became subjected to a referendum which was rejected by a large majority. This 

made Grímsson very popular and, even though he did not wanted to serve another term, 

pushed him to participate in the latest elections (eunews.blogspot.nl, 2012c). All these events 

indicate that more and more Icelandic people turn their back to the EU and the direction taken 

by the current leftist government. As most interviewees said, if the outcomes of the 

negotiation will be put to a referendum, it is very likely that Iceland will befall the ‘Norway 

scenario’, with the public vetoing EU accession.  
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Appendix I          
          Bart Joachim Bes 

Prime Minister Johánna Sigurðadóttir      Zwanebloem 33     

Stjornarradshusinu vid Laekjartog       1724 XX Oudkarspel 

150 Reykjavik                                                                                                                       The Netherlands 

Iceland                                                                                                                                  b.j.bes@student.vu.nl 

          +31 (0)6 417 628 94 

 

 

INTERVIEW REQUEST ON ICELAND’S BID FOR THE EUROPEAN UNION  
 

 

Dear Mrs. Sigurðadóttir, 

 

On July 16, 2009, the Alþingi passed a motion approving an EU membership application. The contested nature 

of this application triggered my fascination for the Icelandic debate on whether or not to join the EU. Hence, I 

am writing my Master Thesis in Political Science at the VU University Amsterdam, about how this decision came 

to be. Because of your crucial role in the passing of this legislation, I would like to request an interview with 

you. 

 

Not only are you a profound advocate of this application, you were very involved throughout the whole 

decision-making process as Minister of Social Affairs in the Haarde administration, and as Prime Minister of the 

interim and current government. The goal of this enquiry is to assess the conditions and motivations underlying 

the approval of the EU application. An assessment will be made of the effects of the financial crisis, Icelandic 

culture, public opinion, and the demands of political parties and important Icelandic industries on the passing 

of this legislation.  

 

Ideally, I would like to meet you for around an hour at some point between 14
th

 – 26
th

 of May. I am happy to 

travel to the Stjórnarráðið in Reykjavik to meet you but if you are not available to meet face-to-face, other 

arrangements can be made. You will of course be invited to determine the terms of the interview, and I will be 

happy to provide you with a transcript for your approval.  

 

Thank you for your time and I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Yours Sincerely, 

Bart Joachim Bes 
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Interview Checklist 
 

Below the topics are indicated which will be addressed in the interview. Depending on the 

conversation, some topics will be discussed more extensively than others.  

 

A] Historical Background 

1) Iceland-EU relations/integration 

2) Iceland’s colonial heritage and culture 

 

B] Potential Benefits of EU membership 

1) It will provide Iceland a stronger voice within Europe and the world. 

2) It will provide Iceland financial assistance 

3) It will lower commodity prices and give access to a wider range of services 

4) The adoption of the Euro will provide Iceland monetary stability 

 

C] Potential Costs of EU membership 

1) It will damage Iceland’s (economic) independence 

2) It will damage the Icelandic fisheries and agriculture sector  

3) It will entail a loss in Iceland’s ability to form its own policies 

4) The sovereign debt crisis has shown the instability of the EU 

 

D] The Decision-Making Process 

1) The process within the SDA-LGM coalition 

2) The role of the Althingi 

 

E] Other Contributing Factors 

1) The financial crisis 

2) Changes in public opinion 

3) The power of lobby groups and crucial industries 

4) The Icesave settlement 

5) The role of the EU 
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Appendix II 
 

Interview Scheme Political Actors 
Semi-structured 
 

The goal of this enquiry is to analyze the power of different, mainly political, actors within the 

decision-making process regarding Iceland’s bid for EU membership, and to assess to what extent the 

outcome is attributable to the agency of the Social Democratic Alliance (SDA). Before we start, may I 

record this interview? If so, would you like to receive a copy of the transcript? 

A: Intro 

1. Could you please describe your role within the decision-making process concerning the motion 

approving to apply for EU membership (July 16, 2009)? 

2. What were your main arguments for applying or not applying for the European Union? 

B: Party and intra-party politics within the decision-making process 

Since the end of the 20th century, EU membership has occasionally been debated within Icelandic 

politics. Not until July 2009 however, three months after the elections, a motion approving EU 

membership has been passed through the Alþingi. 

3. What role did the question of EU membership play in the 2009 election campaigns? (role financial 

crisis?)  What were the main reasons for this? 

4. What was the significance of the change in government for the passing of the motion through the 

Alþingi? In other words; if the Independence Party stayed in power, would there have been an EU 

application? 

5. Within the context of the financial crisis; was the motion approving EU membership an outcome of 

the specific agency of the SDA, or would any other political party have done the same under such 

circumstances? 

Follow-up: What were the major (dis)agreements? 

6. Did the financial crisis altered the balance of power between parties in the Alþingi? (Did the EU 

supporters gained majority vis-à-vis the EU skeptics?) 

7. Did the financial crisis altered the balance of power within parties? (were parties unanimous or 

divided in their opinion on EU membership, what were the consequences of this?) 

8. Did the financial crisis altered your position on EU membership? 

9. How was the coordination between the coalition parties – the pro-EU SDA and anti-EU Left-Green 
Movement (LGM) - on the initiation of this motion? (Why did the LGM accept this motion?) 
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C: Power of non-political actors within the political decision-making process 

10. How important was the influence of interest groups, was it possible to act without the support 

from interest groups? - Issues: role of the fisheries/agriculture, representation of the rural areas in 

the parliament, ties with political parties. 

11. How important was the influence of societal movements, was it possible to act without the 

support from societal movements? 

12. Were there any changes in the public opinion on EU membership, and if so, how important were 

these? Was is possible to act without societal support? – Issues: electorate – elite gap. 

13. Was the main thrust of the support from: the general public, interests groups, societal 

movements or from political parties? Was there an overall societal approval of EU membership or 

not? 

D: Concluding 

 (If there is enough time: Was there any influence of the ‘Icesave dispute’ on the passing of the 

motion?) 

14. What exactly is there at stake for you with Iceland obtaining EU membership? Note: Of the 34 

chapters of the European Acquis Communautaire, Iceland already adopted and transposed 10 

chapters, and 11 chapters are largely covered within the framework of the European Economic Area 

(EEA).  

15. What do you think will happen with the EU application after the new parliamentary elections in 

2013? Is Iceland’s bid for EU application a durable one? 
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Interview Scheme Interest Groups, Societal Movements 
Semi-structured 

The goal of this enquiry is to analyze the power of different, mainly political, actors within the 

decision-making process regarding Iceland’s bid for EU membership, and to assess to what extent the 

outcome is attributable to the agency of the Social Democratic Alliance (SDA). Before we start, may I 

record this interview? And if so, would you like to receive a copy of the transcript? 

A: Intro 

1. Could you please describe your role within the decision-making process concerning the motion 

approving to apply for EU membership (July 16, 2009)? 

2. What were your main arguments for applying or not applying for the European Union? 

B: Inter and intra dynamics interest groups/societal movements 

Since the end of the 20th century, EU membership has occasionally been debated within Icelandic 

politics. Not until July 2009 however, three months after the elections, a motion approving EU 

membership has been passed through the Alþingi. 

3. What role did the question of EU membership play in the 2009 election campaigns? (role financial 

crisis?) What were the main reasons for this? 

4. Was there much rivalry between the different interest groups/societal movements on this issue? 

What were the major (dis)agreements? (e.g. Fisheries vs. Chamber of Commerce?) 

5. Did the financial crisis alter the balance of power between interest groups? (Did the EU supporters 

become more prominent compared to the EU skeptics?) 

6. Did the financial crisis alter the balance of power within interest groups (were interest groups in 

unanimous agreement or rather divided in their opinion on EU membership? What were the 

consequences of this?) 

7. Did the financial crisis alter your position on EU membership? 

C: Interest groups and politics 

8. How important was the influence of interest groups/societal movements? – representation of the 

rural areas in the parliament, ties with political parties 

9. Which instruments does your organization have to influence government policies? 

10. Which instruments were employed to exert influence on the different political parties during the 

decision-making process? 

11. Did the context of the financial crisis enhance your power within the political decision-making 

process? (or as follow-up: constrained?) 

12. Within which political party was your organization the most influential? (IP, PP, LGM, SDA) 
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13. Within which political party was your organization the least influential? (IP, PP, LGM, SDA) 

14. What was the significance of the change in government for the passing of the motion through the 

Alþingi? In other words; if the Independence Party had stayed in power, would there have been an 

EU application? 

15. Within the context of the financial crisis; was the motion applying for EU membership an 

outcome of the specific agency of the SDA, or would any other political party have done the same 

under such circumstances? 

16. How did your organization anticipate the conflicting opinions between the coalition parties,  – the 

pro-EU SDA and anti-EU Left-Green Movement ? 

D: Power of other non-political actors within the political decision-making process 

17. How important was the influence of other interest groups/societal movements? Did they 

strengthen your case? 

18. Were there any changes in the public opinion on EU membership, and if so, how important were 

these? Did these strengthen your case?  

E: Concluding 

 (If there is enough time: Did the ‘Icesave dispute’ had any influence on the passing of the motion?) 

19. Was the main thrust of the support from: the general public, interests groups, societal 

movements or from political parties? Was there an overall societal approval of EU membership or 

not? 

20. What exactly is there at stake for you with Iceland obtaining EU membership? Note: Of the 34 

chapters of the European Acquis Communautaire, Iceland already adopted and transposed 10 

chapters, and 11 chapters are largely covered within the framework of the European Economic Area 

(EEA).  

21. What do you think will happen with the EU application after the new parliamentary elections in 

2013? Is Iceland’s bid for EU application a durable one? 

 

 


