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A gentleman’s agreement is a secret, 
legally non-binding understanding 
between people upheld through codes 
of honor. These agreements are often 
utilized to quietly oppress people to 
avoid attracting attention or scrutiny. 
In the U.S., these agreements have 
frequently been used to uphold racial 
segregation in various contexts, from 
Major League Baseball to real estate 
practices.

One of the most well-known examples 
of a gentleman’s agreement in 
international relations occurred in 1907 
when Japan limited emigration to the 
U.S. in exchange for the cessation of 
segregation of Japanese children in 
San Francisco schools. During a 1969 
meeting between Israeli Prime Minister 
Golda Meir and U.S. President Richard 
Nixon, a gentleman’s agreement was 
established that is still in effect today. 
The U.S. tolerates Israel’s possession 
of nuclear weapons as long as Israel 
does not publicly acknowledge or test 
them. This understanding allows Israel to 
maintain a policy of nuclear ambiguity.

In the following conversation, I speak 
with prolific Icelandic anthropologist 
Kristín Loftsdóttir1 about a racialized 
gentleman’s agreement in the historical 
context of Iceland that involves 
patriarchy, nationalism, and the 
“foreigner category”:

1 Kristín, with a PhD in anthropology from the University of Arizona, is a professor at the University of Iceland. Her 
writing on racism, colonialism, whiteness, immigration, and nationalism has been featured in many books and 
scholarly journals.

2 Please see Kristín’s forthcoming 2024 chapter, Three Days From Civilisation: Scientific Imagination and 
Nineteenth Century Iceland in “Margins of Empire.”

Erik: You have written extensively on 
Nordic exceptionalism in Iceland.

Kristín: Yes, Iceland has been a 
transnational place, as evidenced by the 
travel books and journals I have been 
researching from nineteenth-century 
Iceland. For example, in 1853 Ida Laura 
Pfeiffer published a book about her 
experience in Iceland, Visit to Iceland and 
the Scandinavian North. It is astonishing 
to see in these books how many people 
traveled to the island from continental 
Europe during that time.2 However, when 
I was growing up in the seventies, the 
prevailing feeling was that Iceland was 
isolated and had been for centuries—an 
island floating in the sea with a small 
population, then of 240,000. Part of this 
narrative of disconnection is rooted in a 
sense of exceptionalism. Because Iceland 
was under Danish rule, there is a belief that 
we are not implicated in the history and 
effects of colonization, including racism. 
As a result, things that would be labeled 
as racism in other countries are often 
shrugged off as a “misunderstanding” here 
for a lack of experience and knowledge.

E: How did you get into this work? 

K: I had an experience when I was a child. 
Someone said racist things to me about 
people from other parts of the world. I 
knew that what this person was saying 
was wrong, but I didn’t have the language 
to reply. I wanted to be able to explain to 
this person that what they were saying was 
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Facilitated by Erik DeLuca, in 
collaboration with the 2024-25 
Hamraborg Festival, this booklet 
and social practice accompaniment 
is about reimagining what a 
gentleman’s agreement could 
be: a symbol of solidarity and 
justice between different people.
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incorrect and immoral. I’ve worked to build 
the language and knowledge to be able to 
correct people like that.

E: I was thinking about the power 
of language and its relationship to 
nationalism as I read through your chapter, 
“‘Still a Lot of Staring and Curiosity’: 
Racism and the Racialization of African 
Immigrants in Iceland.” One of the people 
you interviewed said, “In Iceland, you are 
really not a face unless you have a job, 
can speak the language, and can really 
understand.” All at once, language has the 
power to dehumanize, liberate, and mark 
privilege.

Someone recently explained to me that, as 
recently as the late 90s, some Icelanders 
viewed themselves as more “refined” 
and would speak Danish on Sundays 
as a sparitungumál (  fine language). On 
the other hand, I’m confused as to why 
Icelandic schools  would still require its 
students to learn Danish after all these 
years of independence. If whiteness 
is an assumed privilege that bodies 
take on, perhaps the Danish language 
requirement in schools, and its usage as 
a sparitungumál, might tell a story of how 
Iceland became white.

K: Iceland was certainly white in the past, 
but whiteness didn’t matter in the same 
way as it does today, and whiteness 
intersected with notions of civilization. The 
perception in the wider European context 
was that Iceland was uncivilized or semi-
civilized. Icelanders saw themselves as 
inferior within the transnational system 
and feared that others did not recognize 
them as civilized and as belonging with 

3 See Kristín’s 2019 book, Crisis and Coloniality at the Margins of Europe: Creating Exotic Iceland and her 2019 
chapter with Kimberly Cannady in Sounds Icelandic: Essays on Icelandic Music in the 20th and 21st Centuries, 
“A Nation Without Music?’: Symphonic Music and Nation-Building.”

4 See a scan of this document on page 30 of this booklet.

other European nations. This is reflected 
in the 1930 parliamentary festival in 
Iceland. Instead of celebrating 1000 
years of parliament in Iceland, the festival 
was viewed as a “test of the nation,” that 
was intended to show other nations that 
Iceland was modernizing. Dignitaries and 
leaders from other European countries 
came to Iceland for the festival and so the 
“test” was to show them that there were 
really “civilized” people living in Iceland. 
Often that meant fabricating what was 
showcased because it did not exist before. 
For example, an orchestra played at the 
festival—there was no orchestra in Iceland 
before that time.3 I have been examining 
an even earlier period, an expedition to 
Iceland by Prince Napoleon, the nephew 
of Emperor Napoleon, to the northern part 
of Europe in 1856 that included Iceland. 
After visiting Iceland for a few days, he 
expressed relief at returning to Europe, 
describing the housing in Iceland as 
primitive. Some explorers who came to 
Iceland, like Ida Pfeiffer, referred to the 
living conditions as worse than those of 
“savages” in Greenland or Lapland. 

The past marginalization of Iceland 
is interesting to examine. In the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
Iceland’s position changed significantly. 
Today, as a Nordic country within the 
current geopolitical context, Iceland is 
strongly associated with whiteness and 
holds a firm position there, even though 
we have a quite pluralistic society.

E: I want to discuss with you a faded 
1963 declassified memo that I scanned 
recently from the U.S. National Archives in 
Maryland.4 In the memo President John F. 

Kennedy requests more information about 
a gentleman’s agreement made between 
his administration and Iceland.5 

K: I’ve only read about this document. It’s 
different to see it. 

E: Responding to pressure from civil rights 
activists in the U.S., Kennedy demanded 
that his staff disclose information about 
the prohibition of Black U.S. soldiers from 
performing military duties at the U.S. base 
in Keflavík. 

K: There was a strong moral panic that 
foreign U.S. soldiers would “corrupt” 
Icelandic women and threaten the 
nationalistic efforts of the new Icelandic 
Republic. This concern involved not 
only issues of race and gender but also 
perceptions of the “foreigner category.”

Iceland became an independent state in 
a personal union with Denmark in 1918 
and declared full independence in 1944. 
The interpretation of Iceland’s history as 
a struggle with foreign powers continued 
after independence, particularly during 
the occupation of Iceland by Great Britain 
and the United States during the Second 
World War. The continued presence of 
foreign militaries in the postwar period, so 

5 I learned about this gentleman’s agreement from historian Valur Ingimundarson’s 2004 article, “Immunizing 
against the American Other: Racism, Nationalism, and Gender in U.S.-Icelandic Military Relations during the 
Cold War.”

6 Soldiers were to abide by a strict curfew and were not permitted to leave the base between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m.  
every day. The Icelandic government made an exception to the curfew for married soldiers whose families lived 
with them. This kind of curfew remained in effect until the end of the Cold War period.

7 Valur Ingimundarson further explains on the topic: “Even though the number of Black U.S. troops was 
proportionally smaller than that of whites in the early 1970s, this changed in the late 1970s and early 1980s. By the 
time the Cold War ended, the racial balance at Keflavík did not differ from that of U.S. military bases elsewhere 
in the world. Of the 3,133 soldiers stationed in Iceland in 1989, 15.3 percent were Black and 5 percent were 
classified as “other,” most likely Filipino or Hispanic”.

soon after independence, raised concerns 
about its implications for Iceland as an 
independent country.

The Icelandic government demanded 
that the military base in Keflavík be sealed 
off to prevent Icelandic women from 
having sexual relations with foreigners 
and to maintain the presumed purity of 
the nation.6 Objections to the military 
presence took racialized forms, as 
reflected in the gentleman’s agreement 
that you mention by Icelandic politicians, 
that no Black soldiers be stationed in 
Iceland, a request to which the U.S. 
government reluctantly complied. In 
1963, the U.S. government sent a Black 
representative from the U.S. Marines to 
Iceland to investigate the perception of 
Black people. His experience was that 
Icelanders were, for the most part, more 
curious than hateful, and it was unlikely 
that Black soldiers would suffer from 
racism; it was more likely that they would 
be harassed for their nationality. Black 
soldiers slowly began to be stationed 
at the Keflavík airbase beginning in 
1963, which seemed to have prompted 
little reaction from Icelandic citizens.7 
Regardless of this example, we see very 
clearly that racism was part of Icelandic 
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society at that time, as seen when 
browsing through various media, for 
example.

E: Is this history taught in schools today?

K: I have analyzed school books published 
up until the year 2000, focusing on what 
it means to be Icelandic and how race 
is discussed.8 School books are not 
necessarily indicative of what is taught 
in classrooms, as teachers in Iceland 
can choose their curriculum. Therefore, 
I cannot definitively say what is being 
taught. I do know that when racism 
is discussed, it is often presented as 
something in the past, not as a structural 
problem relevant to the present. It is not 
framed as a current issue that people 
might be part of, regardless of their intent. 
There is also a notable lack of discussion 
on whiteness.9

A few years back, in 2019, I published a 
small book in Icelandic whose title can be 
roughly translated as “Racism - The short 
version” [in Icelandic: Kynþáttafordómar 
- Í stuttu máli]. This was my attempt to 
address the topic in clear language. I 
purchased many copies and sent them 
to high schools. The teachers were very 
grateful and thanked me for letting them 
know such a book existed. It was very 

8 See Kristín’s 2010 chapter Encountering Others in the Icelandic Schoolbooks: Images of Imperialism and 
Racial Diversity in the 19th Century in “Opening the Mind or Drawing Boundaries?: History Texts in Nordic 
Schools.”

9 During this conversation, Kristín discussed her analysis of the 2007 republication of the book Negrastrákarnir 
(“Negro Boys”) as a suitable pedagogical tool to engage Icelandic high school students in discussions about 
localized issues of race. The book is an Icelandic translation of the 1860 American nursery rhyme “The Ten Little 
Negroes,” which vividly reflects the racism towards Black people at that time. The 2007 republication, featuring 
the original Icelandic illustrations from the 1922 edition, sparked a public debate in Iceland. Kristín concluded 
that the public reactions to this book center on the image of Iceland as nonracist because they are isolated 
from the global history of racism. For a deeper understanding, refer to Kristín’s 2013 analysis in “Republishing 
‘Ten Little Negros’: Exploring Nationalism and ‘Whiteness’ in Iceland.”

rewarding, because I envisioned young 
people like myself wanting to start learning 
about these issues. 

E: I’d like to talk more about the “foreigner 
category” that is at the heart of the 
racialized gentleman’s agreement that 
was made. I became interested in this 
topic after an experience I had. For a 
couple of years, I taught community-
engaged, interdisciplinary courses at 
the Iceland University of the Arts across 
their departments: music, visual arts, 
performing arts, and design. During 
my second year of teaching, several 
colleagues informed me that the president 
of the university had expressed a desire 
to offer more interdisciplinary courses like 
the ones I was teaching. My colleagues 
suggested that I speak with the president 
about my approach. At the meeting, the 
first thing the president said to me when I 
sat down was, “Why are you here?” Before 
telling her about my curriculum, she 
interrupted me and asked, “Are you here to 
marry an Icelandic woman?” 

Reflecting on this experience with the 
historical context of the gentleman’s 
agreement we are discussing, I realized 
that this university president couldn’t see 
me as a teacher but rather as a foreigner—
albeit a very privileged one—only in 
Iceland to “steal” women. This experience 
made me aware of the subtle and overt 
ways in which foreigners are perceived 

and treated in Iceland. How do you see the 
confluence of xenophobia, race, gender, 
nationalism, and the idea of homogeneous 
purity resonating in your country today 
with regard to the “foreigner category”?

K: The “foreigner category” has historically 
carried a potent meaning in an Icelandic 
context, describing somewhat hostile 
or invading forces and, furthermore, 
creating a dualistic division between 
“us,” the Icelanders, and “them,” the 
foreigners. Historically, a foreigner 
typically referred to people from Denmark, 
Norway, or continental Europe. Today 
when people talk about foreigners, they 
sometimes refer to tourists, but often they 
speak negatively about those who are 
immigrants or long-term residents from 
foreign backgrounds. Stark boundaries 
tend to be drawn between being Icelandic 
and being a foreigner, especially a non-
white foreigner, which reflects how the 
category of the foreigner intersects with 
issues of racism while also shaped by 
gender and being heavily influenced by 
national origin. We see thus that there is 
a hierarchy of foreignness, with people 
from Eastern European backgrounds often 
placed at the bottom. 10

With labor participation from abroad 
intensifying during the economic boom 
era when Iceland joined the Schengen 
states, the meaning of “foreigner” 
became synonymous with cheap labor. 
The perception of Eastern Europeans 
became particularly salient during the 
economic boom period when people from 
Poland and Lithuania arrived to work in 
low-paying, exploitative labor conditions. 
They began to be seen in a derogatory 
light, leading to racialized ideas about 
individuals from these countries. This 

10 See Kristín’s 2017 essay, “Being the ‘Damned’ Foreigner” in Nordic Journal of Migration Research and her 
2023 introductory chapter to Creating Europe from the Margins.

was, for example, reflected in discussions 
associating people from these countries 
with criminality. 

E: Binary logics of colonizer/colonized 
and white/racialized can be distorted. 
This was the case for my grandmother. 
Facilitated by what I believe was 
the controversial Haavara (Transfer) 
Agreement, a collaboration between Nazi 
Germany, Zionist German Jews, and the 
British Mandate, she purchased a ticket 
in October 1935 to Jaffa Port, Palestine. 
She stepped off the steamship Patria as 
a refugee—without citizenship, with both 
parents in a Jewish ghetto and her sisters 
lost—and onto colonized Palestinian land. 
She was forced into being a refugee and a 
settler at once.

The International Court of Justice has 
deemed it “plausible” that Israel is 
committing acts of genocide, and the 
chief prosecutor of the International 
Criminal Court has requested an arrest 
warrant for Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu, stating that “Israel has 
intentionally and systematically deprived 
the civilian population in all parts of 
Gaza of objects indispensable to human 
survival.” As of this writing, according to 
Gaza’s Ministry of Health, roughly 40,000 
Palestinians have been killed by Israel, 
though a study published in The Lancet 
suggests the death toll in Gaza could 
exceed 186,000. Since October 2023, 
two million Palestinians in Gaza have 
been displaced, and the majority of their 
infrastructure—including wastewater 
treatment plants, sewage pumps, 
hospitals, schools, higher education 
institutions, mosques, churches, homes, 
buildings, and cultural sites—has been 
destroyed. Meanwhile, a small number 
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of Palestinians have sought international 
protection or family reunification in 
Iceland since October 7th. Do you believe 
your government is doing all it can for 
Palestinian refugees at this moment, or do 
you see parallels to how Iceland and other 
Western powers, like the U.S., knowingly 
rejected Jewish refugees during the 
Holocaust?

K: In early January, a group of Palestinians 
and their allies camped peacefully outside 
the parliament, calling for the evacuation 
of family members who have been granted 
residence visas in Iceland on the basis of 
family reunification but are stuck in Gaza. 
Foreign Minister Bjarni Benediktsson 
harshly criticized this protest, which 
contrasts sharply with the substantial 
support for Palestinians among the 
Icelandic public.

I don’t know if we can compare this 
situation to Iceland’s treatment of Jewish 
refugees during the Second World War. 
The Icelandic government has recently 
taken a very harsh stance against all 
refugees. The prime minister has made 
misleading statements about “flows of 
refugees” coming to Iceland, conflating 
the number of people invited from Ukraine 
due to the war with an overall influx of 
refugees. This rhetoric, which often links 
refugees with criminality, takes the risk 
of mirroring the far-right discourse seen 
across Europe. This is enmeshed with a 
significant presence of Islamophobia in 
Iceland, as in other countries, which has 
not diminished.

E: The late historian Noel Ignatiev notes, 
“Whiteness is not a culture; it is a privilege 
that oppresses others.” He co-founded 
the journal Race Traitor and authored 
the influential book How the Irish 
Became White, which explores the social 
construction of race and the historical 

development of whiteness. Ignatiev 
advocated for the abolition of whiteness, 
arguing that dismantling racial categories 
and privileges was essential for achieving 
social justice and equality. To put it simply, 
Noel imagined a world without whiteness. 

K: People like Ignatiev and anthropologist 
Faye V. Harrison approach whiteness as 
a historical and structural phenomenon. 
When I started discussing racism in 
Iceland after returning from my studies, I 
often felt alone in my efforts. In 2020, after 
George Floyd was murdered, there was 
a heightened focus on tackling racism. 
Many young Icelandic people—activists, 
immigrants, Black Icelanders, and people 
of color—stepped forward in the media to 
share their experiences of discrimination. 
This was powerful and eye-opening, as 
many people around me said they had 
never realized there was so much racism 
in Iceland. There was an atmosphere of 
resisting systemic privilege.
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