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Figure 5: Reykjavikian housemothers inspecting the utility
construction process in 1962. Source: Icelandic National
Library, “Sparar fjolskyldu 3200: Hiusmaedur og hitaveitan”,

Visir, 25/05/1962, 16. Url: https://timarit.is/
page/2360492?iabr=on (accessed 06/07/2021).

heating for an exemplary apartment only cost
half as much as oil heating (3.800 kronas com-
pared to 7.000), which was considered a blessing
for the housewives of Reykjavik.%4

In the end, the socio-technical changes in the
Reykjavik heating sector, with the transition from
decentral heating with coal to geothermal heat-
ing, and the shifts from coal to oil in uncon-
nected suburbs and later to geothermal heating,
did relieve the housewives as promised. Yet the
new forms of heating ended up reproducing the
prevailing gender roles. While it would be com-
pelling to attribute Iceland’s high level of gender
equality to the introduction of geothermal heat-
ing, the historical evidence suggests otherwise.
With regard to geothermal heating, women

94  “Sparar fj6lskyldu 3200: Husmaedur og hitaveitan”, Visir,
25/05/1962, 16.

Figure 6: The frontpage of Morgunbladid the day after the
first “women’s day off” on 24/10/1975. Source: Icelandic
National Library, Morgunbladid, 25/10/1975, 1. Url: https://
timarit.is/page/1467927?iabr=on (accessed 06/07/2021).

had important roles as consumers as well as
voters, but those roles need to be distinguished
from their roles as citizens struggling for soci-
etal emancipation. The societal roles of women
were not changed by heating technologies, but
by political activism of the women’s movement.
Particularly from the mid-1970s, the Icelandic
women’s movement had brought about many
advances for women’s rights with iconic protests
like the “Women’s day off” (Kvennafridagurinn)
first held on 24 October 1975, where an esti-
mated 90 percent of the female population went
on strike for the day and turned out at public
protests against unequal pay.?5> On that Friday in
late fall, thousands of women (as well as men)

95 Later known as “equal pay day”, but generally seen
more as a strike than a “day off”. See: Kristin Svava
Tomasdottir, “24. oktdber 1975 — kvennafri eda kvennaver-
kfall?”, Sagnir, vol. 29, n°® 1, 2009, 19-25.



JEHRHE #6 | SPECIAL ISSUE | HOME AND HEARTH

. 19

MELSTED | RELIEVING THE HOUSEWIFE

left their comfortable, geothermally heated
homes and went to the smoke-free city centre
of Reykjavik to demand equal pay and rights for
women, which helped Iceland becoming a model
country in gender equality over the following
decades (fig. 6).

CONCLUSION

36 This article set out to examine the gender and

energy justice implications of geothermal district
heating in Reykjavik. Starting as an experiment
with public buildings in the 1930s, geothermal
heating became the primary form of heating
with the construction of a utility for the cen-
tral districts in 1939-1944, which was gradually
extended to the suburbs until the 1970s. The
adoption of geothermal district heating entailed
a shift from decentral heating with fuels to a
centralized form of heat distribution. Handling
fuel around the house for heating, cooking, and
washing — be it with coal, peat or other biofu-
els — had typically been the responsibility of the
housewives. Similarly, the washing of laundry in
the hot springs of Reykjavik had been women’s
work. It was therefore crucial for the propo-
nents of geothermal heating, and similarly for
those of large-scale electrification, to promise
to relieve the housewives of their coal stoking
duties and frame the geothermal project as a
housewives’ cause. To understand the history of
the adoption of geothermal heating in Reykjavik,
it is necessary to examine gender relations and
injustices linked to the use of energy. Women not
only mattered as consumers of energy, but also
as voters and as managers of household energy
use, whose negative views of handling coal and
other fuels aided the transition to the geother-
mal alternative. They needed to be convinced
of the geothermal cause, which depended on

broad public acceptance and support to refund
investments with utility payments.

The long-term view on the gender and energy
justice implications of residential energy use,
however, reveals a divergence between the
promise and the reality of geothermal heat-
ing. The adoption of geothermal heating indeed
changed many things for the housewives. They
no longer needed to handle coal and could use
the hot water for a variety of household tasks.
Yet it also created new problems. Silver cut-
lery could be damaged by geothermal water and
household waste could no longer be burned. And
while district heating eliminated energy injus-
tices related to the use of fuels in the utility area,
it created new injustices between connected
and unconnected districts (and housewives).
Those injustices could only be overcome with the
gradual extension of the utility to the suburbs
between the 1950s and 1970s. Reykjavik’s adop-
tion of geothermal heating therefore had many
implications for women and did relieve them in
their work. Yet it did not by itself amount to a
societal liberation of housewives. Geothermal
heating did not revolutionize their societal roles
but rather reproduced prevailing gender relation-
ships. Housewives remained housewives, and
the comforts of geothermal heating did not nec-
essarily reduce the overall workload inside the
home. The roles of women as consumers and
voters, by which they influenced the geother-
mal history, need to be distinguished from their
role as citizens striving for emancipation. Iceland
becoming a model country for gender equality
was the result of a broader societal process.
Still, gender relations did play an important role
in the history of geothermal heating that must
not be overlooked.
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