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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

In October 1975, the Icelandic women’s movement organized Received 16 May 2023
a ‘Women’s Day Off (WDO), a one-day strike designed to reveal Revised 5 June 2024
the societal importance of women'’s work. In this article, we explore ~ Accepted 25 June 2024
media coverage of the WDO in the Nordic countries. Through an KEYWORDS
analytical lens that focuses on media framing and journalistic prac- Women’s movement;
tices, we analyse differences in the coverage’s scope and content. feminism; journalism history;
We also contextualize the coverage against the background of Nordic countries; 1970s
sociopolitical factors that may have affected the cultural filtering

of the news, as well as journalistic practices and resources in each

country. In doing so, we demonstrate that the coverage relied on

each newsroom'’s estimation of the event’s newsworthiness for

local readers. That news value was influenced by the country in

question’s cultural proximity to Iceland, the state of local feminist

organizing and public discussions regarding gender equality, and

other news topics in circulation at the time. Our analysis is based on

a reading of media texts related to the WDO that we gathered using

digital interfaces of the national libraries of Norway, Denmark,

Sweden and Finland, complemented by a manual search in cases

where such digitization was lacking.

Tomorrow, Iceland will come to a standstill. The women have decided that. [...] This is
a unique strike - not because it is a women's strike, but because it looks like it will be total.’

The quote above comes from the Swedish tabloid Expressen, and it refers to a one-day
women'’s strike that took place in Iceland on 24 October 1975. The intention of this
work stoppage - or ‘Women'’s Day Off (WDO), as it was officially named - was to
reveal the societal importance of women’s work. The idea of a general women's strike
had been promoted in Iceland by the radical feminist Raudsokkahreyfingin
(Redstockings) since 1970, and with the declaration of the United Nations’ (UN)
International Women'’s Year (IWY) in 1975, a window of opportunity opened up to
mobilize a broad number of women. Therefore, on the Redstockings’ initiative,
a heterogeneous collection of women’s associations from across the political spectrum
united behind the plan for a one-day work stoppage by all women across the country,
no matter whether they were waged workers or unpaid housewives. The decision was
made at an IWY conference in Reykjavik in June 1975, and an executive committee
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was formed soon afterwards.? A prerequisite for the agreement to unite was that the
name of the action be changed from ‘strike’ to ‘day off’. Consequently, the majority of
women in Iceland participated in or supported the WDO, and it affected the whole of
society, just as the Swedish journalist Monika Bjork had anticipated in Expressen
the day before.

The organizers of the WDO worked extensively to promote the action, and they widely
circulated their expectation that the participation rate would be between eighty and 100
per cent.? Icelandic journalists therefore followed the organizing, the events of the day,
and the aftermath intensively throughout the autumn of 1975.* The expectation of a high
participation rate also made the WDO a newsworthy topic that circulated globally
through international news agencies such as Reuters and United Press International
(UPI). Several foreign journalists, especially from other Nordic countries, even arrived in
Reykjavik to report on the day.” As it turned out, the near totality of the work stoppage
distinguished the WDO from similar previous feminist demonstrations, such as the Strike
for Equality in the United States in 1970 and the women'’s strike in France in 1974,° further
contributing to the ‘world news’ angle.

In this article, we focus on print media coverage of the WDO in the Nordic countries
and ask in what ways news about the action circulated in the region. Through what
cultural and discursive frames was the WDO presented? As we will show, the scope and
framing of the coverage differed somewhat in different Nordic countries: what explains
these differences? We answer these questions by demonstrating how journalists’ under-
standing of the news factors in foreign news stories affected the spread of the WDO's
conception and political message in each country.” Additionally, we explore the materi-
ality of the news, i.e. we pay attention to the role of journalists and international news
agencies in its circulation.® We argue that Nordic journalists and national news agencies
acted as gatekeepers for local understandings of the WDO, although its portrayal was
more influenced by both the capacity for on-the-spot reporting and the level of feminist
organizing in each country. This also explains why the organizers’ conscious attempt to
create a global media event did not yield greater results in the Nordic coverage.’
According to Ytreberg, media events are actualized along a continuum between past,
present and future, and this has an impact on the mediated experience of a given event.'®
In the case of the WDO, the Nordic media coverage might have been affected by women'’s
protests in the recent past, or by the then-present context of the IWY, or it could have
fostered discussion of future actions — but in practice the coverage rarely did any of this,
as our article demonstrates.

Our research method consists of close reading, including framing analysis and histor-
ical contextualization. Framing analysis focuses on the perspectives that affect and
permeate the representation of phenomena and news events.'' Not only does the mass
media decide the agenda for public discussion, but journalists also select the viewpoint
from which a given topic is presented.'? In this article, we focus on the usage of words and
images as parts of a narrative that transmits attitudes, ideas and discourses.”® Our
interpretation takes account of two historical contexts: the context of professional jour-
nalism, and the respective context of each Nordic country. While discussing how journal-
ists guided their readers’ understanding of the Icelandic women’s action, we pay
particular attention to local notions about the role and relevance of feminism in society
and women's organizing for gender equality.
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We gathered our research data by using various combinations, in relevant languages,
of search terms such as ‘women AND Iceland AND strike’, ‘Iceland AND strike’, ‘women
AND day off’, ‘women’s day off’, ‘women’s leave’ and ‘women’s strike’ in the digital
interfaces of the national libraries of Finland, Sweden, Norway and Denmark. We also
used the names of the organizers as search terms. We complemented this digital corpus —
96 texts in total — with scrapbooks of Nordic and other foreign media coverage of the
WDO gathered and compiled by the organizers immediately after the event.'* Finally, we
combed through all the Finnish women’s magazines and a sample of Finnish newspapers
manually, focusing on the weeks prior to the women's strike as well as the coverage of
the day and its aftermath.’ The analysis of the Icelandic material presented in this article
is based on a similar collection of digital data from the national libraries of Iceland, the
Faroe Islands and Greenland. We analyse this material in detail elsewhere.'® As the
collected data consisted of print media texts written in five languages and rooted in
somewhat different conceptual traditions, we did not deploy methods that rely on word
frequency for comparison. The amount of textual material was insufficiently large to make
quantitative analysis meaningful, although we occasionally make analytical points con-
cerning the extent of coverage in each country.

Due to the limitations of digital print media archives in the Nordic region, the data is
neither wholly representative nor entirely comparable, but it nevertheless offers suffi-
ciently comprehensive material on which to base interpretations. In what follows, we
begin by presenting the scope and depth of the media coverage in each country and
discussing the origins of the news items. Next, we analyse the different framings we found
in the data. Lastly, we discuss the extent to which the media coverage of the WDO was
connected to local feminist organizing or debates about gender equality. As our aim is to
demonstrate the impact of each country’s overall climate of discussion on its coverage of
the Icelandic action, we do not focus on differences between the journalism genres.
Obviously, the portrayal of the WDO and the time span of the coverage differed between
newspapers, commercial women’s magazines and feminist magazines, but for our pur-
poses, the magnitude and variety of the coverage across all print media in each country is
the most significant factor. During the period in question, women’s magazines were
important arenas for the discussion of women's status and feminism in the Nordic region,
and this is another justification for our approach.'” We focus on print media because the
transnational flow of information is comparatively easy to trace in print. Print media texts
usually include source credits and the name(s) of the author and/or photographer, and
a text's origin can often be detected through comparison with other news items.
Recordings of television and radio broadcasts are not transparent in the same way, and
the information is not always preserved in the metadata either. Therefore, we excluded
broadcast media from our analysis.

On-the-spot reporting makes the difference

On 24 October 1975 and subsequent days, the WDO was front-page news in every
newspaper in Iceland. The coverage continued on the inside pages, with interviews and
reports from the day. Although the most substantial coverage appeared around the time
the action took place, it had received steady media attention during the months before-
hand, and it continued to do so until spring 1976.'® This extensive coverage indicates that
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the event met the criteria for a newsworthy story: it was an ambitious endeavour that
brought together women from different backgrounds to demonstrate collectively against
gender inequality. Finally, the expectation of massive participation meant it was antic-
ipated to be a historic event. These same factors also made the WDO news in other Nordic
countries."?

Swedish and Danish newspapers and magazines gave the most extensive and
varied coverage of the WDQ, including short news items, longer feature articles and
a variety of pictures. First impressions appeared in news stories about the upcoming
strike from early October onwards.?® The expectations built up by these pre-news
items were then reiterated in more extensive articles that covered the event as it
unfolded. Some of this coverage took the form of front-page news stories with
photographs, while some of it was longer coverage by the newspapers’ on-the-spot
journalists. For example, Sweden’s Expressen emphasized its own on-site presence
under the rubric ‘Expressen is there’, contextualizing it with the sentence: ‘In Iceland,
where all women are on strike today’.?' The newspaper coverage was complemented
in the following weeks by longer articles in Danish and Swedish women’s magazines
such as Hjemmet and Femina, often giving a personalized viewpoint and including
interviews with organizers or participants.?

The diversity of the coverage, and the sense of a media event it created, was in line with
the relatively large number of Swedish and Danish journalists in Reykjavik. They were
supplemented by the ongoing use of Icelandic journalists as stringers or foreign corre-
spondents in the Nordic news agencies Ritzau, Tidningarnas Telegrambyrd (TT), Norsk
telegrambyréa (NTB) and Associated Press (AP),?* as well as in some individual newsrooms,
such as the Danish Politiken. At the same time, the coverage was influenced by the
newsrooms’ active role in news selection, i.e. their estimation of the value of the WDO
for their local readers. Selections were made in relation to other potential news items,
based on the above-mentioned news factors. For instance, when the news broke about
the upcoming women'’s strike, some Danish and Swedish newsrooms had already pre-
pared to cover Iceland’s unilateral extension of its fishery boundary to 200 nautical miles,
which was due to take effect on 15 October.>* The latter was probably regarded as hard
news suitable for newspapers’ foreign news sections, whereas the WDO’s gendered
aspect most likely had softer connotations, thus decreasing its news value.?’
Nevertheless, some of the journalists who were sent to Reykjavik to cover the fisheries
story stayed on to cover the women's action as well. Others travelled to Reykjavik just for
the WDO.?®

In the end, the Swedish and Danish print media gave much more comprehensive
coverage to the WDO than to the fisheries extension. The coincidence of the two news
stories perhaps generated greater interest in Iceland, thereby enabling journalism to
include in-depth views of the WDO.?” For example, the Danish news agency Ritzau
emphasized the feeling of being on the spot, as can be read in a report published in
many of Denmark’s smaller newspapers:

Last Friday was a peculiar day in Iceland. The women disappeared from their workplaces,
abandoned their homes and left the childcare to the men while they gathered by the
thousands at a meeting in downtown Reykjavik, where they held speeches, sang and were

happy.*®
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The passage indicates a ‘sense of on-site presence’, which according to Zelizer is the key
journalism practice when eye-witnessing is used to create a mediated foreign event.”® The
news item was written by Icelandic journalist Arni Gunnarsson. Previously deputy news
manager for the national broadcasting service Rikisttvarpid, at the time of WDO he was
news editor for the non-aligned daily Visir,>° and he also served as a correspondent for
Ritzau, TT and NTB during the 1970s.' The constructed ‘liveness’ of Gunnarsson’s report
offered Danish readers a potential connection to the shared experience of Icelandic
women.??

References to ‘our own correspondent’ could also be found in some news items
published in Norway.*? Interestingly, however, these items did not take a similar eye-
witness perspective, instead consisting mainly of factual information. Likewise, Finnish
newspapers had occasional opportunities for more comprehensive reporting but did not
take them. For instance, Bjorn J6hannsson, a journalist on Morgunbladid, Iceland’s largest
daily newspaper, worked as a news correspondent for Finland’s leading national daily,
Helsingin Sanomat, but his services were not utilized in this matter.>? It is unclear whether
Finnish and Norwegian newsrooms had their own journalists on-site, but at a press
conference in Reykjavik arranged by the WDO organizers on the eve of the event, no
Finnish media outlets were listed, and the only Norwegian outlet present was the TV
programme Dagsrevyn (Bjorn Egil Eide).

Most of the nineteen foreign journalists who attended the press conference were from
Swedish newsrooms. These included Géteborgs Posten (Lars Helgen, whom we assume
was also the pseudonymous Hgn), Arbetet (Herman Melzer), Expressen (Monika Bjork),
Dagens Nyheter (Mats Lundegadrd), Aftonbladet (Gudrun Ekeflo), Femina (Katarina
Nordenfalk), Sydsvenska Dagbladet (Sonia Schlossman and Walter Backen) and Tidningen
Se (Bjorn Larsson and Christel Carlborg). The Swedish journalists were accompanied by
photographers, such as Expressen’s Kenneth Jonasson and Dagens Nyheter's Lennart
Isaksson. Additionally, the Swedish Broadcasting Company had a film crew in Iceland,
including reporters from both TV1 and TV2, while Lotta Méller interviewed the organizers
for her radio programme after the event. Among the Danish correspondents were Kaare
Toftkaer Jensen from Politiken and Niels Jorgen Haagerup from Berlingske Tidende, as well
as Herdis Skov and Gitte Just from the tabloid B.T. and its weekend edition, Sendags B.T.
Although this list does not include all the foreign journalists who were present in Iceland
on the day, it nevertheless clearly indicates the differences between the Nordic news-
rooms in terms of the volume of interest.>> This was probably caused in part by differ-
ences in economic resources: Swedish and Danish newsrooms could afford to send their
own journalists to cover the story.>

Finnish and Norwegian newsrooms’ lack of on-site presence is important because it
directly influenced the nature of their coverage of the WDO. In Norway, no images or
major news articles appeared in the newspapers immediately after the action; the news
coverage included only two rounds of short news items based on NTB newswires.?’”
Although twenty-five news items in total were published around the country, the absence
of longer articles immediately before and after the action differentiates the Norwegian
coverage from that found in Denmark and Sweden. This lower level of interest can be
connected to Norwegian coverage of feminism and gender equality issues in general: for
instance, the Norwegian IWY committee’s final report concluded that the media had often
ridiculed the IWY.3® Nevertheless, NTB’s collaboration with an Icelandic stringer — most
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likely Gunnarsson — along with its access to the Reuters newswire ensured that Norwegian
readers would occasionally hear Icelandic voices, when some of the papers briefly quoted
Gerdur Steinthorsdottir, who was one of the organizers, or referred to radio commentaries
in Iceland on the day.>® Furthermore, the left-leaning newspapers Ny Tid and Dagbladet
returned to the topic ten days after the action, and this time the texts included images of
the strike.*® By that point, however, the WDO had already become a cultural reference
point through which journalists could approach 1970s feminism as a wider phenomenon;
it was no longer news.

In Finland, short news items based on Reuters, the Finnish news agency Suomen
tietotoimisto (STT-FNB) and (in some cases) UPI could be found in Helsingin Sanomat,
the leading bourgeois daily Uusi Suomi, and regional newspapers such as Abo
Underrdttelser, Turun Sanomat, Jakobstads Tidning, Aamulehti and Eteld-Suomen
Sanomat.*' Although these small news items spread knowledge about the WDO to
different parts of Finland, the news value of the action seems to have been relatively
low, especially in the Finnish-language newspapers. For example, Aamulehti used the
future tense in a news story published the day after the strike, indicating that the news-
wire content — distributed by STT — had been handled rather perfunctorily. At the same
time, Finnish newspapers published extensively about another IWY-related event: the
World Congress of Women, organized by the Women's International Democratic
Federation (WIDF) - a transnational organization closely connected to the Soviet
Union - and held in Berlin on 20-24 October 1975.** The perception that the official
women’s congress was more important than the Icelandic women'’s grassroots action is
evident when one looks at Finnish women’s magazines, which made no mention of the
WDO. The perception was clearly signalled in the late October issue of Me naiset, which
listed both the World Congress of Women and the Finnish president’s state visit to
Sweden in its advertisement for the next issue, but said nothing about the WDO.*® The
Icelandic women'’s action would have been a reasonable topic for a Finnish weekly aimed
at young urban women,** which leads us to the next section of our analysis. We will now
demonstrate that Denmark’s closer cultural proximity to Iceland influenced the coverage
there, while the state of feminist organizing played a role in the coverage in each country.

Icelandic framings leak into Nordic news coverage, but not
straightforwardly

Across the Nordic media landscape, long-standing party-political connections were
beginning to loosen up in the mid-1970s, slowly moving the Nordic media towards the
liberal model.** Nevertheless, many Icelandic newspapers still had ideological profiles, at
least in their editorials, and some maintained implicit or explicit connections to political
parties,*® which affected their coverage of the WDO. Newspapers with connections to the
political left tended to present the event’s significance in political terms, as a serious
women’s and class struggle. They also persisted in naming the action a ‘strike’ rather than
the less confrontational ‘day off’, and they underlined the importance of women'’s
solidarity as workers across class differences, regardless of whether they worked for
a wage or did (unpaid) work in the home. In contrast, newspapers more associated with
the political right foregrounded the joyous and festive atmosphere of the ‘day off’ as
a celebration of women and highlighted the dignity of Icelandic women, even invoking
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nationalist connotations.*” This dominant framing in the right-wing media highlighted
the WDO'’s moderate nature and depoliticized its message. A third framing that was
common in the Icelandic coverage - mostly in non-aligned newspapers — took
a humorous perspective, sometimes including belittlement. But all across the spectrum,
the WDO was regularly framed as historic and unique, with a hint of national pride that
Iceland had made world news.*®

To some extent, these Icelandic framings leaked into the press coverage in other
Nordic countries too, sometimes — but not always - following the original political
divisions. Such framings might have come from an Icelandic stringer or a foreign news
agency, and they were doubtless also influenced by the countries’ different sociopolitical
contexts and their relative geographical proximity to Iceland. This resulted in wide
variation between the different Nordic countries’ coverage, as we have already indicated
in terms of its comprehensiveness. Although the usage of the words ‘strike” and ‘day off’
was less politically laden in other Nordic countries than in Iceland, we will use these terms
to mark what we identify as radical/political versus moderate/depoliticized framings of
the event in the Nordic print media.

The Norwegian material reveals a similar framing to that found in Iceland’s leftist
newspapers. This material consists almost exclusively of coverage in liberal newspapers
that used NTB as their source. Curiously, conservative-leaning papers such as Aftenposten
and Morgenbladet also relied on NTB,*® which can thus be identified as the point of origin
for the WDO'’s Norwegian framing. Although NTB offered a less detailed analysis of the
strike than the Icelandic coverage, the broad solidarity among Icelandic women remained
the main framing of news items published in Norway after the day itself. While initial news
items about the upcoming strike had focused on working women and their expected
participation, the news on the day anticipated that ‘working women and housewives
[would] participate in the strike on equal terms’.>® However, the radical potential of
the day received mixed interpretations, an example of which is a slightly demeaning
opening paragraph in Morgenbladet the next day: ‘Instead of working, the women in
Reykjavik yesterday participated in a demonstration that almost caused a traffic jam in the
city centre’.”’ The papers stressed the near total participation rate, but they did not
present the action through a clear emancipatory framing. This can partly be explained
by the composition of the coverage, which largely comprised short news items. At the
same time, the wording used in the Norwegian coverage resembled that found in Finnish-
language newspapers: it offered only brief descriptions of the day, emphasizing the
WDO's organized and formal nature.>?

Interestingly, the conservative-leaning Finnish daily Uusi Suomi made reference to
a slightly more radical view of the WDO when it quoted a militant women'’s representative
who was fed up with the status quo: ‘Our husbands leave us at eight o’'clock in the
morning. Then they come home as visitors in the evening, shovel food into their mouths,
then disappear again to clubs and societies’.>® This quote — which also appeared in
a Reuters-based item in the US daily Buffalo Evening News - probably derived from the
original newswire and thus reflected an anglophone view of the event. Otherwise, the
tone of the Finnish-language news coverage was more moderate than the English-
language coverage, where the reader was informed, for instance, that ‘the men who
treated all the strike threats as a huge joke began to get the point’.>* By contrast with the
radical potential of the action portrayed in the anglophone framing, the Uusi Suomi article
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was constructed as a more objective report on events. The reader learned that ninety
per cent of Iceland’s women had participated in the action, meaning that almost the
whole of society had been at a standstill. The article also described the idea behind the
WDO as connected to Icelandic women's dissatisfaction with their status in society and
the family.

The Uusi Suomi article reveals how journalists in local newsrooms acted as gatekeepers
of information when selecting the news and its framing. News stories about the WDO
underwent a process of cultural filtering before media consumers outside Iceland could
learn about the event.>® But the cultural filtering was often only partial, resulting in texts
that included contradictory framings. For example, while the radical potential of the
action remained obscure in the Uusi Suomi article, the reference to militant feminists
nevertheless offered a glimpse of a more emancipatory framing. The latter might be
interpreted as a way to dissociate the organizers from the moderate behaviour expected
of bourgeois women, but the article’s headline expressed the paper’s support: ‘Women’s
legitimate strike in Iceland’. Traces of cultural filtering can also be found in the wire news
circulating in Finland: the STT-FNB reporter in charge of compiling the news seems to
have deliberately omitted the action’s more radical aspects when presenting the WDO to
Finnish readers.”®

The coverage of the WDO was arguably also influenced by the composition of news-
room staff. For instance, the workforce on Vasabladet, the second-largest Finnish-Swedish
newspaper, included prominent women who were in close contact with Swedish
women’s movement activists,”’ and this may have secured more space for the WDO
than in other papers. However, this could not have happened without a journalist or
journalists on-site. The most factual news item in Vasabladet was attributed to an FNB
correspondent, whereas the slightly more informative news story that included Icelandic
voices was written by the paper’s own correspondent in Reykjavik. This is likely to have
been Monika Bjork, a Swedish journalist who was covering the strike for Expressen and
whose byline was attached to Vasabladet's most extensive article, published the day after
the action.”® The unmarked use of imported news items was not atypical in and of itself,
since Finnish-Swedish newsrooms had no foreign correspondents of their own in the
1970s. Instead, they used stringers, who regularly reported on current affairs for Finnish-
Swedish papers alongside their own jobs.”® Thus, journalists’ intellectual capital could
create entanglements in the content of Nordic news stories that crossed national
borders.%°

Bjork’s article in Vasabladet was an original piece, not a copy of texts she had written
for Expressen. In the article, Bjork describes the start of the day in the small town of
Hveragerdi, where she interviews ordinary citizens as well as WDO organizers. In addition,
she gives opponents of the WDO some space, quoting two men who were critical of the
action and also mentioning the prime minister’s secretary, who refused to participate in
the strike. However, the overall tone is positive and presents the action as successful: ‘We
dreamt about this. But this has surpassed everything we dared to dream of, said Gudrun
Fregeirsdottir [sic] and Bjorg Einarsdottir'.®' The framing of the day as a serious protest,
which is visible in Bjork’s article, was also present in Swedish newspapers, most of which
used the term ‘women'’s strike’ in their headlines and content. For example, a small local
newspaper in Amal declared ‘It seems that Icelandic women are warlike Valkyries',®* while
Herman Melzer described the action sympathetically in Arbetet, hinting at its radical
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aspects and its significance with subheadings such as ‘important demonstration’ and
‘mass invasion’ - the latter referring to the anticipated stream of women travelling from
the countryside to participate in the demonstration in Reykjavik.°®> Although some articles
used the action’s official name, describing it as a ‘day off’, the word ‘strike’ seems to have
functioned as a culturally recognizable emblem of women’s quest for gender equality in
Sweden. While no explicit references to them were made, it is possible that striking
women workers at the Swedish cleaning company ASAB had made an impact in this
regard: they had received broad media coverage in Sweden the previous winter, initiating
a wide-ranging public discussion.®*

Several pieces by Swedish journalists described how the forthcoming action had
kindled fierce debates in Iceland, and how these were connected to the use of the
words ‘strike’ and ‘day off'.%®> By offering different viewpoints on the day, the Swedish
reporting followed the practice of balance, a basic news routine in professional journal-
ism. However, in some instances, journalists did not remain merely neutral observers,
instead offering a preferred reading of the events, in a way that echoes Mellado’s
argument concerning the interventionist tendencies of journalists with political
preferences.®® For example, Dagens Nyheter's Mats Lundegéard downplayed the WDO's
radicalism and emphasized its joyful and playful aspects. Having followed a large group of
women who had travelled by ferry from the small town of Akranes to participate in the
action in Reykjavik, he described the atmosphere in detail: ‘It is more like a day trip than
a journey to a struggle, more glam than conscious determination’.?” The non-aligned
liberal Swedish Dagens Nyheter used a framing that was somewhat similar to that found in
right-wing newspapers in Iceland, albeit slightly more nuanced,®® while the social demo-
cratic Arbetet and Aftonbladet resembled the left-wing coverage in Iceland.

A similar negotiation between different framings can be found in the Danish coverage.
The WDO received a rather revolutionary framing in some newspapers, although this was
often mixed with the more moderate official vocabulary of the ‘day off’. For instance,
Information, Ny Dag, Aktuelt and Herning Folkeblad all published the same news story,
which had originated from Ritzau: the story referred to the action as a ‘strike’ and stated
that the women had managed to paralyse Icelandic society. However, the headlines
varied in each paper, revealing the gatekeeping role of local journalists: the left-leaning
Information framed the news with the headline ‘Women’s power paralyses the whole
country’, while the social democratic Ny Dag wrote ‘Everything paralysed as women take
a holiday’.°® The original Ritzau item had probably been written by Gunnarsson, who was
politically aligned with Iceland’s Alpyduflokkurinn (Social Democratic Party).”° It is notice-
able that Gunnarsson referred exclusively to the action as a ‘strike’ in his reports for
foreign media,”' as did Svavar Gestsson, editor of the daily Pjédviljinn, which was the
mouthpiece of Alpydubandalagid (People’s Alliance), Iceland’s most left-wing party.”? In
an article for the Danish Information, Gestsson explained that the WDQ's cross-political
organizing committee had agreed to name the action a ‘day off’ but that ‘leftist women
only speak about it in terms of a strike’.”®

Apart from these Icelandic voices, the most in-depth Danish analyses were provided by
on-the-spot journalists such as Niels Joargen Haagerup, whose report from Reykjavik
described the day as follows: ‘The women of Iceland conquered the streets of Reykjavik
and other towns yesterday when they gathered in protest marches and meetings[...]. The
action affected the whole of Iceland’.”* Haagerup's text stressed the seriousness of the
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action as a demonstration rather than a celebration. This extended to Dagbladet’s article
on the day of the action: ‘The Icelandic women are [...] not out on a peaceful errand. They
are organizing the most militant action of the Women'’s Year in support of themselves’.”®

Other Danish papers were slightly more reserved in their coverage. For instance,
the day after the action, the right-wing tabloid B.T. published Herdis Skov's coverage
in two parts.”® The first part was an interview with a couple in their fifties, published
under the headline ‘Women of Iceland: Now the men will finally understand that we
are serious’. The interviewees, Adalheidur Bjarnfredsdottir and Gudsteinn
Thorsteinsson, were described as members of the ‘unskilled’ workforce, where the
gender wage gap was up to thirty per cent, and they were portrayed as wholehearted
in their support of the action:

Adalheidur smiles happily and looks down at the red pop socks she has bought for the
occasion. [...] I'm doing it [participating in the WDO] because the men must understand that
we are serious about this.

Gudsteinn too sympathized with the striking women: ‘I think this women'’s day off is all
right. We should have had it a long time ago’.”” Interestingly, Adalheidur’s role as
a member of the organizing team’® was not mentioned. In the second text, Skov similarly
presented the WDO's comprehensive effects on Icelandic society, although the action'’s
radical aspects were somewhat devalued by the use of the phrase ‘women’s day off’ in the
headline.”

As our examples demonstrate, the headlines in the Danish papers often used the
‘women’s day off’ terminology, even when the content of the texts presented a more
serious interpretation of the action.?’ Although the demeaning framing was subtle in this
way, it nevertheless minimized the impact of the Icelandic model on female Danish
readers by offering a preferred interpretation. Another way to neutralize the WDO's
critical message was to use a humorous framing, as the liberal non-aligned Icelandic
papers frequently did.®" When stories travelled from Iceland to Denmark, however, the
framings adopted did not automatically follow the Danish papers’ political leanings. For
example, the emancipatory emphasis in Gunnarsson’s and Gestsson’s articles was accom-
panied by a humorous framing of the women's strike when Information published a comic
strip titled ‘Eros and Power’. The strip showed a newlywed couple in bed and indicated
that the woman was refusing to have sex with her husband, including the words: ‘All the
women of Iceland went on a protest strike for twenty-four hours’.2? Conversely, humour
could also be used to underline the strike’s importance by portraying men as helpless
without women. This framing seems to have entered the Danish public discussion
through the Ritzau news item mentioned earlier:

The office managers could not answer the phones themselves, and the few male bank clerks
ran back and forth in a hopeless attempt to provide the necessary service. [...] In schools, the
male teachers tried to do something for the students, but they had to give up, send the
students home or show videos

All things considered, newspaper coverage of the Icelandic women'’s action was more
varied in Denmark than in other Nordic countries, and this highlights somewhat pointedly
that a local connection to a foreign event increases the variety of its journalistic framings.
The close historical and cultural ties between Iceland and Denmark meant there were
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relatively large numbers of Icelandic people living in Denmark for study or work.2* Their
interest in the WDO can be seen, for instance, in readers’ letters about the action, which
had a somewhat agitational tone - emphasizing the radical aspects of the day.®* Such
cultural connections made coverage of the event more meaningful for local readers, and
this in turn made it a viable topic for local discussion,®® as we will show next.

Levels of local feminist organizing influence the reporting of the strike

As we noted in the introduction, the WDO was initiated by the Icelandic Redstockings, and
to some extent the Icelandic newspapers identified the action with the Redstockings’
struggle for women'’s liberation. Similarly, some of the coverage in Sweden, Norway and
Denmark made the connection to the Icelandic Redstockings and thus to the feminist
movement. For example, in an article published on the day of the WDO in the Swedish
tabloid Aftonbladet, Gudrun Ekeflo pointed out Icelandic feminists’ role as the originators
of the strike, alongside a picture of women preparing feminist slogans for the event.?”
However, there were differences in the extent of the day’s feminist framing in the different
Nordic countries, and these differences can be explained by the variation in the respective
forms, levels of development and overall situations of the new women’s movement in the
countries in question. Women'’s liberation groups had been established in Iceland,
Denmark, Sweden and Norway around 1970 or slightly earlier; in Finland, feminist
organizing had begun later, the first new feminist groups being established as late as
1973. The degree of radicalism also differed between the countries: the Danish and
Icelandic movements shared a stronger emphasis on spectacular and provocative activist
practices by comparison with their counterparts in Norway, Sweden and Finland.?®

The nature of women’s feminist organizing in each country not only led to differences
in the intensity of journalistic coverage of the WDO but also influenced the discussion — or
absence of discussion - of the need for similar women’s actions on home turf. For
example, in connection with the WDO, the left-wing Norwegian local Dagningen inter-
viewed Astrid Brekken, a well-known member of Nyfeministerne (New Feminists), and Elin
Wedege, leader of the Norwegian housewives’ association Norsk husmorsferbund. While
Wedege was sceptical about the prospects of a local women's strike, the article used
Brekken’s enthusiasm for a Norwegian equivalent as its main framing: ‘Women'’s strike
over the Christmas period here at home?®® Another left-wing Norwegian newspaper,
Fremtiden, used the opposite framing, highlighting the success of the Icelandic demon-
stration but declaring that it did not want to encourage similar activity at home.”
Otherwise, Norwegian journalists did not see the WDO as a viable model for local actions,
and immediate coverage remained scarce. The feminist magazine Sirene even commen-
ted on this, pondering whether the Norwegian press had remained almost silent ‘because
of fear that we could follow the example of our Icelandic sisters?”®' By contrast with the
lack of interest in Norwegian newsrooms, the WDO organizers received telegrams con-
veying greetings and solidarity from a range of women'’s associations in Norway, and
these were read aloud during the demonstration in Reykjavik.92 Furthermore, Solsikken,
the journal of Oslo kvinnesaksforening (Oslo’s Women'’s Rights Association), published
a text by Astrid Benterud about the conception, organization and effects of the WDO in its
September 1976 issue.”®
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Knowledge about the WDO also reached the Danish women’s associations, some of
which expressed solidarity. For example, the Danish Redstockings sent greetings to the
Icelandic women, as did the women'’s chapter of the Socialist People’s Party, whose
greeting was also published in several Icelandic newspapers at the senders’ request.”*
Unlike in Norway, the Danish media often used local standpoints when reporting on the
WDO. B.T. even conducted a vox pop about the idea of a women’s day off as a potential
tool in the struggle for gender equality in Denmark. Although the five women intervie-
wees took somewhat different views of the issue, the paper’s main framing presented the
one-day action as a possible future scenario in Denmark, using the interviewees’ words in
the article headline: ‘Danes: do the same here’.”

B.T.'s localization of the story can be explained by the above-mentioned entanglement
between Danish and Icelandic societies. Indeed, Herdis Skov’s article on the WDO for B.T.
was accompanied by a photograph of four Icelandic women who lived in Copenhagen,
alongside a discussion of a potential sympathy strike by Icelanders living and working in
Denmark.”® A Ny Dag article published after the WDO used a picture of Icelandic women
who had participated in an open-house event in Copenhagen that was organized by the
Icelandic ambassador’s wife.®” Such localizations can also be seen as the offspring of the
intensive media coverage given to the Danish Redstockings throughout the early 1970s,%®
which had arguably cultivated public opinion in favour of women'’s political agency,
thereby enabling Danish journalists to connect local women’s activism to the Icelandic
action. A prominent example is Gitte Just’s article in B.T.s Sunday edition a few weeks
after the WDO. Just was enthusiastic in the article, presenting an empathetic and personal
perspective on the event.”® She also outlined the radical possibilities launched by the
WDO if the seeds of consciousness-raising it had planted were to flourish:

Amazing things will happen in Iceland in the future. | could almost see it in the little woman
who stood beside me in the crowd, she was grey, neat and a little bit stooped, but she will go
home and know that she dared to demonstrate. And tomorrow, she might start to wonder
why she is paid less than her male colleague. Or why society considers her to be an
appendage to men.'®

At the end of the article, however, this positive picture was contrasted with the views of
Vilborg Hardardéttir, a journalist, Redstockings member and WDO organizer, who
expressed reservations about the strike’s potential to turn the majority of its participants
into women'’s liberationists. Her somewhat pessimistic view seemed to suggest that a
women'’s strike might not be the path that was needed in Denmark either.

The negotiation between the Icelandic model and the local context was particularly
clear in the women'’s magazine Alt for Damerne, where the on-the-spot journalist Kirsten
Jacobi gave a personal perspective on the events of the day, expressing her enthusiasm
and admiration:

There were vibrations, as we say in contemporary Danish, when up to 40,000 women met and
made world history in Reykjavik. We sang and clapped - and understood that when we stand
united, we are strong.'®"

Similarly to Just in B.T., Jacobi offered mixed interpretations. Despite the enthusiastic tone,
she downplayed the radical aspects of the action by implying that the Icelandic
Redstockings were less extreme than the Redstockings in Denmark. In light of the general
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tenor of Alt for Damerne in the 1970s,'? we can interpret this framing as a conscious
attempt to legitimize the Icelandic model for wider groups of women. Indeed, Jacobi’s
article suggested that Danish women too had reason to demonstrate. Nevertheless, she
concluded that such events could probably only happen in Iceland, in part because of the
size of the country, but mainly because the myth that Iceland was a classless society
actually contained a lot of truth, and this facilitated collaboration and solidarity among
women that would be harder to achieve elsewhere.'

In Sweden, localizations of the Icelandic strike appeared only in Arbetet, whereas the
radical framing of the event was relatively common. For instance, Melzer wrote about the
women'’s strike in an appreciative tone and contrasted it with IWY activities in Sweden,
which he described as ‘calm’.'® Likewise, describing the WDO organizers’ varied opinions
of the day’s significance in Expressen, Bjork favoured the Redstockings’ radical interpreta-
tion of the WDO as a day of struggle.'® The main framing of Bjork’s article implied
a feminist perspective, which chimes with her own involvement in women journalists’
struggle against male dominance in Expressen during the 1970s.'° Feminist framings also
appeared in other Swedish papers, such as the commercial women’s magazine Femina,
which published a six-page article about the WDO after the event.'”” The somewhat
radical tone of the Swedish coverage was perhaps a result of the relatively widespread
discussion of feminist aims in Swedish society, including in newsrooms. Although
Sweden’s biggest feminist organization, Grupp 8 (Group 8), had not been as media-
savvy as the Danish Redstockings, the topic had been widely covered in Swedish news-
papers from 1970 onwards. The most prominent examples were the major article series on
the ‘women’s revolt’ and ‘women’s struggle’ that appeared in Dagens Nyheter and
Expressen in 1970 and 1971."%®

Interestingly, despite the radical framing of the WDO offered by the Swedish media,
there was little interest in the event among women'’s or feminist associations. While the
Icelandic organizers received telegrams of greeting from several Danish and Norwegian
women’s organizations and radical groups, the only greeting from Sweden was
a telegram from women working in the office of the Swedish Enforcement Authority,
who wrote simply ‘We support you'.'% Even the socialist feminist journal Kvinnobulletinen
gave only brief coverage of the Icelandic women'’s strike, including its list of demands;
although the piece included three pictures from the action, it was not accompanied by
any detailed description or interviews, and it made no connections with the state of affairs
in Sweden. The same can be said of the journal Vi ménskor,''® the mouthpiece of the
leftist strand of the new women’s movement in Sweden.""" This was probably because of
ideological differences within Nordic feminist organizing. The Redstocking movements in
Denmark and Iceland, and the major radical women’s organizations in Norway, i.e. the
New Feminists and the Women's Front, shared the relatively straightforward aspiration to
unite all women across class lines and to raise consciousness about the economic and
ideological aspects of women’s oppression.''? By contrast, the idea of uniting all women
across social classes (as in a general women'’s strike) may have been viewed with more
scepticism in Sweden, where there was greater emphasis on the socialist aspects of the
women's struggle, and where mixed attitudes towards feminism (i.e. an analysis based on
gender rather than class) prevailed during the early 1970s.'"?

Different receptions of the IWY in the Nordic countries may also have affected their
respective levels of interest in the WDO. Many of the new women’s movement’s demands
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became institutionalized during 1975,"'* but the radical women’s movements regarded
such governmental actions with a mixture of joy and scepticism. In Denmark and Norway,
the IWY encouraged broad cooperation among various women'’s organizations, with the
Danish Redstockings participating in their first and only official committee.'> In Sweden,
on the other hand, Group 8 were highly critical of the state-appointed delegation that was
organizing local IWY activities, and they refused to participate in what they saw as
a bourgeois stunt alongside other, more moderate women’s groups.''® Two Finnish
women, UN Assistant-Secretary-General Helvi Sipilda and WIDF chair Hertta Kuusinen,
were involved in the organization of the IWY at the international level. However, within
Finland, activities based on female separatism were framed by the rhetoric that ‘we are all
human'’ in public discussions of gender equality. This rhetoric was characteristic of Nordic
state feminisms in general, but in 1975 it seems to have had more weight in Finland than
in other Nordic countries.'"” This might explain why the Icelandic organizers received no
solidarity greetings from Finland, although the WDO does seem to have caught the
attention of local feminist activists. An indication of this is the Finnish-Swedish author
Wawa Stiirmer’s brief mention of it in Hufvudstadsbladet later that year:

| remember [...] the women'’s strike in Iceland, on the UN day, 24 October. It was a women's
general strike to show that women are needed. In Reykjavik alone, 20,000 women went on
strike. [...] The women achieved their goal, they managed to show that society could not
function without them. The newspapers didn’t come out the next day, the fishing fleets
couldn’t go out, the schools couldn’t operate.''®

The last sentence of Stiirmer’s response in particular indicates knowledge about details
that she must have gleaned from reading the brief news items published in Finland.
Similarly, in March 1976, Uusi Suomi cited the idea of a women'’s strike while seeking
women's opinions about a discussion of rape that was taking place in Finland at the time.
The women interviewees, who represented various women'’s organizations and scholarly
interests, had diverse viewpoints on the strike, but their awareness of the Icelandic action
was evident.""? It is particularly significant that the Uusi Suomi journalist chose to use the
Icelandic strike as the main framing for a local discussion of women'’s rights, suggesting
that the strike had been acknowledged as a feminist practice despite Finland'’s rather thin
news coverage of the WDO. The same applies to Norwegian newspapers, where the WDO
was occasionally used as a reference point for feminist activism throughout 1976."%° This
indicates the level of impact that mediated circulation can have on women’s feminist-
inspired organizing, both in the Nordic region and globally. In practice, however, the WDO
did not become a model for further action in the Nordic region.'?'

Conclusion

In this article, we have drawn on material from five Nordic countries in the hope of
contributing a transnational perspective. We maintain the importance of transnational
analysis for enriching knowledge about the circulation of political ideas and grassroots
activities across borders, as well as the role of craft practices and cultural filtering in
foreign journalism about those ideas and activities. However, this broad perspective also
poses a challenge, since it comes at the expense of a deeper analysis of the situation in
each country.
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As the article has demonstrated, coverage of the WDO relied on each newsroom’s
estimation of the newsworthiness of the event for its local readers. The WDO's news value
was influenced by each country’s cultural proximity to Iceland and by other news topics at
the time, such as the Finnish president’s state visit to Sweden and Iceland’s unilateral
extension of its fisheries. The state of local feminist organizing also shaped the portrayal of
the WDO in each country, and attitudes towards the new women’s movement were
a particularly central factor when journalists were choosing their framing for the news.
In Sweden, feminist organizing had already sparked a wider societal discussion of
women'’s rights, and this seems to have resulted in broad interest in covering the WDO.
The same applies to Denmark, the Nordic country with the most vital feminist movement
in the 1970s, and the country with the closest cultural proximity to Iceland. In Finland,
feminist organizing was still relatively marginal in 1975, which seems to explain the rather
brief coverage of the event compared with other Nordic countries. However, this explana-
tion does not apply to Norway, where new feminist organizing had been rather intense
during the early 1970s. In this case, the moderate interest of most major Norwegian dailies
in the WDO can be interpreted as a semi-conscious choice to distance women’s active
organizing from the country in order to avoid a similar uprising in Norway. A similar
strategic practice can also be identified in Denmark, where some newspaper headlines
encouraged a moderate interpretation of the WDO and its significance.

The key factor behind Sweden’s and Denmark’s more extensive coverage of the strike
compared with Finland and Norway was the presence of correspondents in Iceland during
the strike. Newsrooms that lacked the capacity for on-the-spot reporting had to rely
instead on short news items circulated by international and Nordic news agencies such
as Reuters, TT, NTB, STT-FNB and Ritzau. This meant that the WDO received only minor
coverage or was even ignored in many newsrooms, especially in Finland and Norway.
Thus, the WDO was not always a newsworthy topic outside Iceland unless journalists from
other countries were able to offer human-interest viewpoints. In addition to newsrooms’
own on-the-spot journalists, Icelandic stringers added a local perspective to Nordic news-
wire items, which to some extent offered more left-wing framings of the day, at least in
Denmark and Norway. Thus, this case study highlights the role of on-the-spot journalists
in reporting on foreign news, as well as the gatekeeper role of journalists in the respective
countries, who chose the framing for news stories that had been compiled from news
agency material. It also demonstrates that the scope for creating a media event was
missed to some extent in all the Nordic countries insofar as neither the IWY nor previous
gender-specific strikes were used as a wider context for coverage of the WDO.
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