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Abstract 
 

Compromising Connections: Imperial Legacies, Intimate Encounters, and 
Intermediary Politics in Icelandic Information Infrastructure 

 
Alix Johnson 

 

This dissertation investigates the expansion of digital infrastructure in Iceland as a 

vector, site, and problem of power. In recent years, the island has been declared an 

emerging “hot spot” for international data center development. However, as such 

infrastructures are constructed, they reprise the effects of older, more ambivalent 

connections: specifically, Iceland’s history as a Danish colony and an American 

military base. Drawing on twenty months of ethnographic and archival research, this 

dissertation argues that Iceland has long occupied the position of an “infrastructural 

intermediary,” or a technical node in the networks of others. This position is an 

appealing one for international developers, but in Reykjanes, Iceland, where data 

center development is concentrated, its imperial roots render its consequences mixed. 

By attending to concrete points of technical connection, their material histories, and 

the everyday encounters that take place around them, this dissertation examines 

Icelanders’ experiences in the middle position, and some of their strategies for 

making the most of being in between.  

 In doing so, this work brings enduring questions of sovereignty, identity, and 

imperial power into conversation with pressing debates on digital data. By 

approaching digital connections as material infrastructures, layered amidst livelihoods  

and landscapes, this dissertation grounds “the cloud” as a concrete site of cultural 
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encounter and politics. By situating these new developments explicitly in relation to 

colonial and military legacies, this work theorizes the North Atlantic in postcolonial 

perspective, and draws out the intermediary as an ongoing imperial formation. 

Finally, by tracing the ambivalent impacts of technical networks in Reykjanes, this 

dissertation unsettles the ideal of “connectivity,” a charismatic concept from the 

European Enlightenment to techno-utopian discourses today. Instead, it argues that 

connection is always a compromise. 
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Note on Writing Conventions 
 

 
As is the case in all texts that involve extensive translation, a few strategic – if 

simplifying – choices have been made here:  

 

On Place Names 

The primary regions referred to in this dissertation are Reykjavík, Iceland’s capital 

city, and Reykjanes, a peninsula on the island’s southwest coast. People from 

Reykjanes are called Reyknesingar (in the singular, Reyknesingur). In Icelandic, 

Reykjanes (which translates to “smoky peninsula”) is also called Suðurnes (“southern 

peninsula”), but to make the text more legible in English I have chosen to consistently 

use Reykjanes. 

 

On Proper Names 

Icelanders’ first names are given but their last names are patronymics: Björk 

Guðmundsdóttir means “Björk, Guðmund’s daughter” and Darri Ingólfsson is “Darri, 

Ingólf’s son.” Accordingly, when referencing people in Iceland – even famous or 

unfamiliar ones – first names, rather than last names are used. For example, Iceland’s 

president is referred to as “Guðni” and never “President Jóhannesson.” One exception 

to this convention, however, is when Icelandic academics are published in foreign 

scholarly works. In this case, authors are typically cited by their patronym. For 

example, works citing Guðni Jóhannesson (a working historian in addition to 

Iceland’s sitting president), would follow the format: “Jóhannesson, 2015.” In the 
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following writing I use first names to reference all Icelandic interlocutors, and 

patronymics in reference to Icelandic authors of published works.  

 

On Anonymity 

In keeping with anthropological convention, I have anonymized almost everyone 

encountered in this book. The exceptions I have made include people working in a 

public capacity, and speaking to me in the context of their official roles (i.e. 

politicians). For reasons that will become clear in the text, however, anonymity in 

Iceland is more complicated than that. “Iceland is small,” as I am reminded often by 

Icelanders, and even minimal personal detail can make characters eminently 

recognizable – especially in small towns. For this reason, where the information 

presented is sensitive, I have deliberately obscured interlocutors’ identities by 

changing and omitting identifying details.  

 

On Language 

Pronunciation guide for Icelandic letters without English equivalents: 

Ð / ð: “th” as in “weather” 

Þ / þ: “th” as in “think” 

Á / á: “ow,” an American’s response to an injury 

Æ / æ: “aye,” an antiquated assent  

Ö / ö: between the stalling words “eh” and “uh” 

É / é: “yeh,” as in “yep
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Introduction 
 

This dissertation follows information infrastructures in Iceland as vectors, sites, and 

problems of power. By “information infrastructure” I mean the means of 

communicative connection – from telegraph cables, to data centers, to secret military 

surveillance networks. I suggest that these concrete points of technical connection are 

sites where relationships across distance and difference have been desired, contested, 

and worked out. By attending to the interplay between imagination and material 

experience that gives shape and force to such infrastructures, I find in these sites of 

technical encounter rich grounds for thinking about transnational aspirations, 

inequalities, and intimacies in Iceland today.  

 I know that such evocative words are more often associated with the content 

of communicative networks, than their form. The more familiar story about 

information infrastructures is one in which improved communication – faster, farther, 

more and more faithful – makes possible ever more meaningful exchange. But in this 

dissertation, I aim to do something different: I take the physical presence of 

information infrastructures as a political problem in and of itself. By following 

network engineers, international developers, municipal planners, information 

activists, and the former employees of an American Cold War surveillance base, I ask 

how the making of technical connection has materialized particular aspirations and 

yielded unexpected, uneven effects. For example, in my attention to the development 

of data centers in Iceland, I am less interested in the words and images encoded on 

computer servers, than in how some Icelanders seize upon the opportunity to sell 
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themselves as trustworthy custodians of global data; how international developers 

make us of military equipment and militarized space; how imaginaries of American 

surveillance drive foreign clients to move their data to Iceland; and how some 

longtime residents of the Reykjanes peninsula, where data center development is 

concentrated today, understand this new boom industry with skeptical reference to 

supposedly past forms of imperial power. I am interested, that is, in how technical 

connections can call up, and complicate, connections of other kinds.  

 This research question was not exactly the one I arrived with. Originally, this 

work aimed at tracing the impacts of data storage in Iceland as the industry unfolds. 

In recent years, Iceland and other far Northern locations have been increasingly sited 

for data center development. A series of high-profile construction projects have 

drawn attention to the region, including a Facebook facility in Sweden, and the 

world’s largest data center in northern Norway. Investment in the Nordic data storage 

market reached three billion dollars last year (Bourne 2017). These locations’ cold 

climates are appealing for an industry that consumes vast quantities of electricity to 

keep huge numbers of computer servers cool. Iceland’s 99% renewable energy grid 

adds a layer of interest for developers who see benefit in marketing their outfits as 

clean and “green.” So I went to Iceland to learn how the migration of data, 

materialized in capital- and infrastructure-intensive development, was changing 

landscapes, politics, and everyday lives. These transformations remain one piece of 

what this dissertation will analyze. But in the process of asking what seemed a 

straightforward question, many answers I heard there complicated my approach.  
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The Icelanders I spoke with are well aware of their “unique value proposition” 

for the industry, and of the kind of profits data storage makes possible. But they also 

see this moment of infrastructural expansion in relation to others that came before. 

They make links – drawing on memories, material objects, spatial orders, and social 

divides – between this period of enthusiastic integration, and other more ambivalent 

connective modes. By situating digital networks within conversations, for example, 

about Danish colonialism, sexual politics, American empire, immigration, 

government corruption, and climate change, my interlocutors drew out a much wider 

and deeper field of engagement in which industry “impacts” were not new, discrete, 

and decisive, but rather seemed to offer a freshly angled interface to reflect – and act 

– upon ideas about relating to others. Tracing a path through this ongoing 

conversation, in a way that does justice to its complexity, remains the central 

challenge of this work. There are many stories that could be told in these interstices. 

But the one I have chosen to frame this dissertation is the problem of being in-

between.  

 Iceland, I will argue in the coming pages, has long been an infrastructural 

intermediary: a node built into others’ networks, or a technical relay for others’ aims. 

First as a Danish dependent territory, later as a U.S. military base, and today as a hot 

spot for international data center development, Iceland has been at once included and 

excluded, at once built in and left out. This ambivalent integration has been 

cumulative, as physical networks are layered on top of one another (for example, as 

data centers are built in military ruins), and understandings of Iceland as an 
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intermediary accrete (for example, as developers use colonial imagery to situate 

Iceland as “natural” relay). Intermediarity in Iceland, like other forms of mediation, 

has been at once precarious and powerful. It has been at times exploitative and at 

times empowering. But ultimately, living in the middle has meant hosting a range of 

encounters, where relationships across significant difference have been forged. 

Icelanders’ strategies, then, for making sense, and making the most of this position, 

can tell us something about how both technical and broader transnational connections 

operate.  

Insofar as this dissertation deals with connections – comings together of both 

people and things – it might be considered an “ethnography of encounter” (Faier and 

Rofel 2014). As Fair and Rofel have described them, ethnographies of encounter 

consider “how culture making occurs through everyday encounters among members 

of two or more groups with different cultural backgrounds and unequally positioned 

stakes in their relationships” (2014, 364). Taking information technology as my 

anchor, this dissertation figures Iceland in relation to others, following along as 

Icelanders actively engage with Danish telegraphers, American soldiers, and multi-

national corporate interests. At the same time, though, unlike some ethnographies of 

encounter, I do not attempt to split the difference evenly. My interest is decidedly 

situated in Iceland; the vast majority of my observations and interviews are with 

Icelanders. By describing this as an ethnography of encounter(s), then, what I mean is 

to mark my primary interest in the exchanges across meaningful and uneven 
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difference (of culture, place, and power) that contribute to the making of something 

new: the making of Iceland as an infrastructural in-between.  

In naming my mode of attention this way, I also wish for “encounter” to 

reflect back upon my own presence and place in the field. As an American 

conducting research in Iceland – in some significant part, on my country’s occupation 

there – I am an active participant in the kind of transnational circuits of information 

this dissertation will describe. There is no way around the imbalance of power that 

made U.S. presence in Iceland possible, and will continue to lend my words and 

interpretations weight. At the same time, power is not – and was never – 

unidirectional. My access, my interests, and my vulnerabilities in Iceland were also 

shaped by my experience as a mixed-race woman, most of the time moving amidst 

white men. In my research and writing I have strived not to ignore or obscure these 

differences. Instead, what I attempted to do with my interlocutors, and what I will 

attempt to do here, is account for my work as another site of encounter: an exchange 

at once freely chosen and powerfully structured by broader forces; always partial and 

inherently particular; and hopefully generative of something new.   

 In each of the following chapters, my approach will be to take up a site of 

infrastructural connection, and explore the encounters it relayed across distance and 

unequal difference. But at the same time, each chapter contributes an element to my 

overarching inquiry into Iceland’s status as an intermediary place. By arranging my 

story in this way, I hope to offer fresh perspective on the social study of digital 

networks; the anthropology and history of Iceland; and the persistent, pervasive, 
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common-sense attachment to technological connectivity. The remainder of this 

introduction will situate my contribution to each of these conversations in turn.  

  
Digital Infrastructures: Cloud and Ground  
 
On an early spring day in 2015, I ride with two employees of Iceland’s 

telecommunications company to the site where two subsea fiber-optic cables come 

ashore. These are the cables that link Iceland’s to the world’s wider internet, making 

possible everyday communications, as well as the rapidly growing development of 

international data centers. Anton and Óli, two friendly engineers in their thirties, are 

the cables’ faithful custodians. From Reykjavík, we work our way to the island’s 

southern highway, and stay on it for over an hour. We watch as suburbs stretch out 

into small towns, then eventually give way to wide open fields. It is windy, grey, and 

spitting rain viciously, as is often the case this time of year. So by the time we turn off 

on a narrow gravel driveway, there is some bickering over who will get out to open 

the gate. Anton gives in, and then, because he is wet already, he gets out again to 

jimmy open the rusty padlock on the razor-wire fence surrounding the cable station, 

itself.  

 Once inside the squat cement station, we peel off our rain gear and Anton and 

Óli suit up. From the Reykjavík office they have detected a problem with the electrical 

feed to one fiber-optic cable, so they have put it on backup and driven down to 

investigate. Óli pulls out from his bag a pair of anti-static neoprene slippers, which 

he puts on in place of his work boots. Anton snaps on a plastic bracelet, which he will 

use to ground his body while he works on the cable feed.  
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Information on the internet doesn’t just “flow,” Anton explains to me, as he 

turns off a power supply the size of a refrigerator, and clips his bracelet to a knob on 

its side. Instead, digital data (encoded as light and its absence) is propagated using 

repeaters and amplifiers – submarine nodes that strengthen signal and keep it moving 

across great distances. This means that thousands of volts of electricity are pumped 

through the underwater cables, managed and monitored at either end. It is this 

monitoring equipment Anton reaches in to replace today, but he finds he can’t quite 

pull the offending card out. He picks at it a while with his fingers, then sends Óli to 

get a screwdriver, while Anton stays awkwardly tethered to the machine. Eventually, 

he manages to pry the card out, and replace it with the new equipment they have 

brought with them. He turns the power supply back on, and we watch the display 

screen flicker to life. “Ta-da!” Óli says for me, wiggling his fingers, and the two of 

them unplug and pack up. On our way out of the cable room, however, they notice the 

door is squeaking. So we rummage around for some WD-40, then spend much more 

time than they spent on the cable dragging around a ladder, greasing the station’s 

doors.  

 Later in the day, we are killing off our snacks in the kitchen when Óli 
suddenly gets the urge to show me something. He pulls out his laptop and pulls up a 
video, produced by Business Insider, on fiber-optic cables around the world. He hits 
play and both of us watch, fairly mesmerized, by the representation of layered, color-
coordinated ligaments smoothly spreading around the world. To softly chiming 
background music, they stretch, branching uninterrupted, until they completely 
encircle the globe. Then Óli – who still has WD-40 on his fingers – breaks the shared 
reverie. “Yeah right,” he snorts, and asks if I want to see the diesel generators out 
back. 

 
*** 
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 In the mid-2000s the advent of distributed computing fundamentally changed 

most of our digital practice – whether or not we noticed the shift1. As it became more 

possible to store and process data at a distance, the vast majority of computation 

shifted from servers stored inside our homes and offices to data centers or “server 

farms” sited around the world. This phenomenon is commonly known as “cloud 

computing”: evocative language that, as many have argued, conjures an imaginary of 

immateriality (Hogan 2013, Hu 2015). As the infrastructures supporting our digital 

data get more distributed across objects (i.e. the “internet of things”), networks 

(public, private, and proprietary), and physical space, it is easier than ever to conceive 

of the internet as “everywhere and nowhere in particular” (Carruth 2014, 340); an 

“abstracted and generalized non-place” (Boellstorff 2010, 5). But as becomes 

abundantly clear on my trips to the cable station with Anton and Óli, these 

transnational networks have physical (and finicky) weight and shape.     

 In recent years, an interdisciplinary set of scholars has started writing against 

images of internet immateriality, demonstrating how “cloud” computing, of necessity, 

encounters the ground. Emphasizing the environmental impact of the industry, they 

show how internet infrastructures are situated in, and significantly impact, material 

and more-than-human landscapes (Gabrys 2011, Malecki 2002). Researchers have 

shown, for example, that in 2015, power-hungry computer servers consumed 461.2 

terawatt hours of energy, approximately three percent of the global supply (Bawden 

																																																								
1 The technical and conceptual building blocks of distributed computing go back much further (see Hu  
2015), but the mid-2000s marks a significant transition in industry development and consumer 
practice. 
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2016). According to Greenpeace, if the cloud were a country, its consumption would 

be the fifth largest in the world (Greenpeace 2012). Such statistics have led Mél 

Hogan to theorize Facebook’s data centers as the “underbelly” of a compulsively 

updated archive (2013). Alison Carruth, tracing what she calls the cloud’s 

“micropolitics of energy,” suggests the cloud is best imagined not as “ethereal, 

magical, and organic,” but as more akin to those toxically billowing smoke clouds 

characteristic of industrial landscapes (2014, 350). Building on these important 

analyses of digital data’s ecological impacts, this dissertation takes up a related 

concern: those less theorized but equally complex cultural politics that unfold in the 

places where the cloud touches down.  

 In this, my research contributes to analyses of infrastructure, proliferating 

across the social sciences. In diverse analyses of roads, water pipes, railways, 

electrical grids, central heating systems, and more, scholars have theorized 

infrastructures as active relays, capable of transforming relations (Edwards 2002, 

Wilson 2016), imaginations (Bowker 1996, Hetherington 2016, Pedersen and Nielsen 

2015), spaces (Harvey and Knox 2012, Tawil-Souri 2012), political processes (Anand 

2011, Von Schnitzler 2017), ecological systems (Carse 2012), and sensory 

experiences (Fennel 2011, Kim 2016). In doing so, they show how infrastructures, in 

their design, operation and sometimes unexpected consequences, arrange social and 

spatial orders that condition experiences of everyday life (Dourish and Bell 2007). By 

making a place for information infrastructures amidst this literature, I aim to 

complicate its common-sense portrayal as immediate, immaterial, and ubiquitous. 
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Instead, staying close to sites of technical connection, and spending time with the 

people who encounter these infrastructures most intimately, I show how 

communicative networks in Iceland come to be meaningfully emplaced.  

One key intervention of the infrastructure literature has been to trace less 

visible (or invisibilized) modes of violence (Rodgers and O’Neill 2012) and power. 

As infrastructure “configures lines of contact, circulation, and partitioning in social 

life” (Chu 2014: 352), it also upholds social cleavages and enables particular 

practices of control. For example, as Brian Larkin has argued, radio was used as a 

colonial infrastructure in urban Nigeria – it served at once as a vessel for propaganda, 

and as a locus for what Larkin calls the “colonial sublime”: an experience of sensory 

overwhelm that made British presence powerfully felt (2008). However, as Larkin 

also demonstrates, infrastructures can serve multiple functions, and can fail. As radios 

became part of everyday life in Nigeria, they were experienced in ways that 

sometimes avoided, and sometimes directly undermined the aims of the British state. 

Infrastructure, then, can serve as a means for inscribing influence, but its material 

properties as well as its social embeddedness make its effects more unpredictable than 

those its designers had in mind.  

In Iceland, as I will argue, information infrastructures have functioned as sites 

of overlapping interest for Danish colonial, American military, and multi-national 

corporate control. These diverse projects have each made use of Iceland as an 

intermediary – a landfall, outpost, or network node – but in doing so, they have also, 

sometimes, afforded opportunities for Icelanders to engage their powerful presences 
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on creative terms. By situating Iceland’s information infrastructures within specific 

social, political, and natural landscapes, I consider “the cloud” not as a diffuse 

abstraction, but as a concrete site of cultural encounter and politics. This means it is 

also an important place for tracing our entanglements with, and thus our 

responsibilities to, others. 

 

 

Figure 1: Map of Iceland’s fiber-optic cable connections, 2015 (Image from 
Invest in Iceland) 

 
 
 
Iceland as Center, Periphery, In-Between 
  
Over the course of that day at the cable station with Anton and Óli, there are plenty 

of occasions for idle talk. At one point, I joke with Anton: doesn’t it give you an over-

inflated sense of ego that you’re holding a good chunk of Iceland’s internet in your 

hand? He quips back, “Yeah, I would make a great terrorist” – at which point Óli 

comes back in and rejoins, “You probably wouldn’t since it’s never occurred to you 
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before.” As they laugh about attacks on their carefully tended system, I gingerly 

broach the subject of security. I tell them (a little anxious about raising suspicions) 

that in the U.S. I would never be granted permission to tag along for a critical 

infrastructure repair. Has anyone been concerned about my visits to the station? But 

Anton just laughs and says “Look around you!” I do, and take in the foggy coastline 

on one side, expansive farmland on the other. “We’re in a security bubble,” he says.  

It is not just the landing station Anton is referring to: it is Iceland’s relative 

remoteness that is said to keep it safe. On the car ride home, we talk about Edward 

Snowden’s disclosures of American National Security Agency surveillance – some 

targeting precisely cable systems like these – but again, Anton and Óli shrug off any 

concerns. Anton says again, only half joking: “Remember, the bubble. What would 

they want with us?” Iceland, then, in the two technicians’ telling, is decidedly out-of-

the way. Their nonchalance about network threats is validated by their long drives to 

the distant cable station (unknown to even the farmers nearby), and their 

overwhelmingly uneventful workdays, during which national security crosses exactly 

no one’s mind. But if the two technicians’ felt distance didn’t surprise me, that of 

their boss at the telecommunications company did.  

 Back in Reykjavík, in a glassy open office, I sit down to talk with Benedikt, an 

industry veteran who now works in business development. Blinking above us are 

multiple monitors, that continuously express to Benedikt the traffic over the two 

cables his company built and operates. But ignoring them for now, Benedikt easily 

holds court on the subject of transnational technical connection, which he sees as 
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pivotal in making Iceland what he calls a “modern, competitive society.” He details 

for me the progressive improvement in Iceland’s cables, much of which he has 

personally overseen. He is proud of his work in connecting the island, and committed 

to keeping it ahead of the curve – this is why he is an advocate for the data storage 

industry, and why he is already thinking about the next fiber-optic cable Iceland will 

need. But then, turning to security, he says there is extensive cable surveillance – 

“You can never be sure what they’ll do in Europe or the U.S.” But, Benedikt 

explains, “We are different.” He says: “Our cable is all the way up here –  nobody 

cares about us!” Iceland, he says, is so small they don’t even bother (leaving open 

exactly who “they” are). Benedikt too, then, despite his investment in technical 

connection, also links security to obscurity. For all his ambitions about building the 

industry in Iceland, he still expresses a two-mindedness about the project of 

connectivity: “If we get too big,” he muses a moment later, “they might turn their 

attention to us.”   

 
*** 

 
For Benedikt, Anton, and Óli, Iceland’s place is changeable. Is the island a 

cosmopolitan and connected center? Or is it an isolated and out-of-the way place? 

What’s more, in their educated estimation, the value of connection and remoteness is 

uncertain: each slips in between the categories of costly liability and strategically 

managed resource. The ambivalence these men express, however, about Iceland’s 

proper place in the world and its relationships, is far from limited to the staff at their 

company. It is, in fact, characteristic of the anthropological literature.  
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My own academic introduction to Iceland quickly drove this problem home. 

As I approached the pedestrian PhD questions of assembling a reading list and 

subscribing to regional journals, Iceland’s place in the world kept coming up. Iceland 

was European, but not exactly. Iceland was Arctic, but on the edge. It was 

occasionally (and begrudgingly) counted as Scandinavian; Nordic, but not 

prototypically so. Iceland has been seen as both “civilized” and “barbaric”; as part of 

a brotherhood of former colonies, and as part of Europe’s cultural core (Gremaud 

2014, Loftsdóttir 2012, Oslund 2011). Even Iceland’s physical geography, in this 

regard, is evocative: split down the middle by the boundary between the North 

American and Eurasian tectonic plates, Iceland is being slowly but steadily pulled 

apart. Geographically, geopolitically, and culturally, Iceland is always neither here 

nor there. 

Such a place seems to confound the old anthropological adage: is the task to 

make the strange familiar, or is it to make the familiar strange? Some scholars 

position Iceland as definitively different. For example, Kristín Hastrup’s classic 

ethnography, tellingly titled A Place Apart, opens with an arrival scene that 

deliberately echoes Malinowski’s:  

Imagine yourself suddenly set down surrounded by all your gear, alone on a 
subarctic coast, while the bus which has dropped you drives away on the dirt 
road out of sight, and you stand there like a misplaced Malinowski, whose 
‘arrival story’ from tropical Trobrianders (1922: 4) I am here adapting to my 
own experience of arriving at one of my Icelandic fieldsites, a farm situated 
on a narrow strip of farm land on the south-eastern coast of Iceland. ‘Imagine 
further that you are a beginner’, as Malinowki had it. And there you are, in the 
field, hoping for the best and fearing the worst (1998, 3). 
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Her subsequent study of “the Icelandic world” unsurprisingly describes the island as 

remote and exotic, and for this her work has been roundly critiqued by Icelandic 

anthropologists (Pálsson 1995). I would suggest, however that this general approach 

has persisted, for example in Mike Fortun’s Promising Genomics, which – as the 

backdrop to an otherwise cogent analysis of biotech speculation – paints a 

deliberately fantastical picture of Iceland as “LavaXLand” (2008). 

 

                 

Figure 2: Map of Iceland drawn by Ortelius in 1570, exemplifying a still-familiar 
view of Iceland as exotic and remote (Image from the Icelandic National Library) 

  

 Still, equally unsettling is the opposite tendency: to portray Iceland as “a place 

like any other,” as if any place were just like anyplace else. Dominic Boyer veers in 

this direction, when he reads a particular moment in Icelandic electoral politics as 

reflective of “northern liberal democracy” writ large (2013). Reporter Adam Gopnik 

performs the same maneuver when he claims to parse the speech of an Icelandic 
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presidential candidate, despite not speaking or understanding Icelandic (2016)2. 

Anthropologist E. Paul Durrenberger claims, perhaps most definitively:  

 
Iceland is not exotic. It has electricity and central heating and cars and buses. 
It has telephones that work and supermarkets and electric milking machines 
and tractors. People live in high-rise apartment buildings or modern single-
family houses. Icelanders have credit cards, money machines, color TV. 
Except for a couple of letters the alphabet is the same as we use for English. 
Iceland is a thoroughly modern country (1992, 3). 

 

If one strain of writing, then, is invested in telling difference, the other over-

emphasizes sameness on the basis of Western “modernity.” But both of these are too 

easy equations. Rightly seen as both central and marginal, at once inside and outside 

the line, in Iceland the two poles play off one another – strategically, powerfully, 

unpredictably.  

 One useful tool for thinking Iceland’s ambiguity has been the turn toward 

analyzing the Nordic region in postcolonial perspective. This body of work, spanning 

decades and disciplines, has called for closer attention to Iceland’s six hundred-year 

history as a dependency of Norway and later Denmark, in efforts to understand the 

island’s place in the world. Anthropologist Ann Brydon, for example, has traced 

other-ing representations of Iceland in 19th century travel writings, suggesting our 

view of the island is shaped by a colonial gaze (1995). Cultural Historian Ann-Sofie 

																																																								
2 Gopnik claims, rather bafflingly: “Though he spoke in Icelandic, the content of his speech was 
transparent, the choreography of candidacy in modern democracies being, with the odd exception, 
universal. A beginning murmur of modest promises; shrugged evasive responses to awkward 
questions; emphatic responses to sympathetic questions, signalled by forceful gestures; the whole 
decorated by self-deprecating family humor—in this case, Dad jokes and husband jokes on the Obama 
model, clearly indicated by bright, sheepish gestures toward the candidate’s spouse.” The New Yorker, 
July 11 & 18, 2016.  
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Nielsen Gremaud has mobilized Michael Herzfield’s concept of cryptocolonialism to 

make sense of Iceland’s slippage between center and periphery (2014, see also Lucas 

and Parigoris 2009). Among the most productive interventions in this genre is Kristín 

Loftsdóttir’s rich body of research, which has emphasized not only the fact of 

Iceland’s postcoloniality, but also Icelanders’ engagements with their role in projects 

of empire (Loftsdóttir 2015a, 2015b, 2012, 2011, 2010). Building on Ann Stoler’s 

attention to the diversity of subject positions within the dichotomy of “colonizer” and 

colonized,” Loftsdóttir examines Icelanders’ simultaneous subjugation by the Danish 

empire, and their willing participation in racist and sexist discourses that undergirded 

colonial efforts elsewhere (2012) – a split position akin to what Ulla Vuorela has 

described as “colonial complicity” (2009). Iceland was not targeted, as were other 

colonies, for enslavement, resource theft, “civilizing missions,” or genocide. In fact, it 

shared in the material spoils of empire (Lucas and Parigoris 2009). Reckoning, then, 

with the island’s place in imperial legacies requires attention to both just and justified 

resistance, as well as collusions and complicities. 

 It is this conversation that my work seeks to build upon, by offering 

information infrastructures as a fresh site of inquiry (complementing representational 

and discursive analyses), and developing intermediarity as an analytic mode. Iceland, 

I argue, is not so much an “out-of-the-way-place” but an on-the-way one. Rarely the 

target of intervention, the island has more often played the role of the relay: a 

stepping stone from one place to another; a landing station or landfall. Its middle-

position, then, in Danish and later American imperial formations, is not merely one of 
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ambiguity, or incomplete integration: it is the outcome of intention, enshrined in 

infrastructure: I argue that Iceland has been engineered to be in-between. By turning 

my attention to everyday, embodied encounters in the middle position, I trace the 

making and meaning of this particular imperial formation (Stoler 2007), and its 

ongoing resonances today.  

 

Questioning Connectivity 

In Networking the World, Armand Mattelart outlines a particular European 

Enlightenment imaginary: the vision of a connected world. In this he draws together 

complementary projects of “circulation,” varied efforts to enact the “free flow” of 

ideas and things. Despite differences between, for example, laissez-faire economics 

and Saint-Simonian utopian worlds, these efforts shared the belief that connection 

would overcome social problems – that it would be an inherent and automatic good. 

The ultimate expression of this faith, he argues, took shape in information 

infrastructures: in Mattelart’s words, “the communication network is an eternal 

promise symbolizing a world that is better because it is united” (2000, viii), a promise 

that would seem to extend and echo the budding nationalism described by Anderson 

as “imagined community” (1983). By way of example, he quotes the French Minister 

of Foreign Affairs at the 1865 founding of the International Telegraph Convention:  

 
We are gathered here in a genuine Congress of peace. If it is true that war, 
more often than not, is borne out of misunderstanding, are we not removing 
one of its causes by facilitating the exchange of ideas between people and by 
placing at their disposal this amazing transmission system, this electric wire 
through which thought can travel across space at the speed of lightning, and 
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which permits swift and uninterrupted dialogue between the scattered 
members of the human family. (2000, 20) 

 

It would seem that since then, we have amassed ample proof otherwise. We 

know that while espousing “free exchanges,” Europeans practiced empire; that 

technical networks do not, on their own, address social problems; that “globalization” 

does not result in mutual understanding and equity, that its rising tide does not lift all 

boats. And yet, today we often see the very same imaginaries deployed in describing 

information infrastructures. In Iceland, anthropologist David Bjarnason has argued, 

information technology is widely seen as overcoming the island’s isolation, moving 

the nation from a state of stagnation to progress (2010). And Al Gore, speaking at the 

very same body the French Minister addressed in 18653, echoed its founding address 

almost exactly in his call for developing the internet:  

 
The President of the United States and I believe that an essential prerequisite 
to sustainable development, for all members of the human family, is the 
creation of [a] network of networks. To accomplish this purpose, legislators, 
regulators, and business people must do this: build and operate a Global 
Information Infrastructure. This GII will circle the globe with information 
superhighways on which all people can travel… From these connections we 
will derive robust and sustainable economic progress, strong democracies, 
better solutions to global and local environmental challenges, improved health 
care, and – ultimately – a greater sense of shared stewardship of our small 
planet. (Gore 1994) 

 

 These assessments position technical connection as overcoming marginality – 

whether through the “death of distance” (Cairncross 2001), the “compression of 

																																																								
3 Its name was since changed from the International Telegraph Convention to the International 
Telecommunications Union. Today, it functions as a specialized agency of the United Nations.  
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space-time” (Tsatsou 2009), or the breaching of “digital peripheries” and “digital 

divides.” And yet, as I will argue, precisely because information infrastructures have 

such material, social, and political substance, technical connectivity sometimes works 

through, and entrenches marginality, instead. My research in Iceland draws out this 

argument by showing how the developing data storage industry is entangled with 

older, more plainly extractive modes. Far from overcoming distance and difference, 

information infrastructures here just as often take their traction from colonial, 

regional, gendered and sexual divides. By attending to the shape and texture of 

specific connections, I suggest we learn more about how marginalities are made in 

practice (Tsing 1993) – even through those technologies that claim to spell its end.  

 In some ways, Marco di Nunzio anticipates this argument. In “Marginality as 

a Politics of Limited Entitlements,” he argues that the marginality of his 

impoverished interlocutors in Addis Ababa should not be understood as exclusion 

from. The poor, he shows, are in fact well-connected; enrolled in reforms, 

investments, and aid initiatives. The problem is that their position is fixed there: it is 

not that they lack a place in the state, but that their place is one they are not allowed 

to leave. Di Nunzio argues that “marginality's apparent antonyms - integration, 

inclusion, and participation (to use the development buzzwords) are not 

straightforward guarantees of emancipation from poverty or subjugation” (2017: 92, 

emphasis in original). Marginality, then, is not merely about being on the outside. 

Building on this intervention, I suggest that information infrastructure is another site 

to see the making and maintenance of marginality. In showing how they both conduct 
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and become conduits for locally meaningful inequalities, I aim to unsettle the 

connective imaginaries active from the ideals of the European Enlightenment, 

through techno-utopian discourses today.             

 
 
Guide to the dissertation 
 
The following work is based on twenty months of ethnographic and archival research, 

conducted between 2012 and 2016. In this time I worked to historically situate, and 

trace the shape of, Iceland’s emerging data center industry – a multi-faceted project 

that necessitated a distributed methodology, as well as occasioned some unexpected 

detours. Geographically, my research was split between Reykjavík and Reykjanes, a 

narrow peninsula on Iceland’s southwest coast. Reykjavík, Iceland’s capital and by 

far its largest city, is the seat of government, finance, and most major industry. 

Reykjanes, approximately thirty miles southwest of it, is now a major hub of data 

center development, and was formerly the site of an American naval base.  

In Reykjanes I conducted the bulk of my participant observation, working at 

one of the incubators central to the region’s technological development, and living in 

the now-renovated ruins of the former base. Additionally, I spent extensive time with 

data center developers, engineers, municipal planners, and longtime residents. Some 

of this work was done within the data centers, shadowing the work of their 

construction, operation, and maintenance. But even more was done outside them, in 

the homes, workplaces, and neighborhoods of Reykjanes residents who (over the 



	 22 

course of coffees, walks, and life history interviews) showed me how their region has 

been re-shaped over time.  

In Reykjavík, I primarily worked to flesh out what I learned in Reykjanes, 

through interviews with others less implicated – but just as interested – in the data 

center industry: IT firms, telecommunications companies, and Invest in Iceland, the 

government agency tasked with courting foreign direct investment. I also attended 

several industry events and conferences on information technology and tech-led 

development. Additionally, in 2014, I conducted more extensive ethnographic 

research among a network of information activists: Icelanders advocating for 

expanding Iceland’s digital footprint, whether through passing “information friendly” 

legislation or digitizing government documents. Finally, I carried out periods of 

archival research at the National Archives and National Library.  

While I lived for extended periods in both Reykjavík and Reykjanes, my 

research always required tacking back and forth between the two. For example, after 

spending time with a family in Reykjanes, I would sometimes then meet up with a 

relative of theirs in town. Or, after meeting with a city planner working in Reykjavík, 

I would travel to Reykjanes to see his work first-hand. Indeed, the relationship 

between these two places became an important part of the story I will tell: as much as 

this dissertation is attentive to the trans-continental movement of global data, it is 

equally interested in the tighter, more tedious movements that link Reykjavík to its 

less-appreciated hinterland, and make these places feel both close and oddly far apart. 

My writing, then, moves back and forth as my research did, although Reykjanes 
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should be considered my primary ethnographic site. Finally, over the course of my 

research, I conducted shorts trip to Landeyjar, where I shadowed engineers servicing 

the fiber-optic cable station; Seyðisfjörður, where I studied at Iceland’s Technical 

Museum (Tækniminjasafn Austurlands); and Rust, Germany, where I attended the 

international cloud industry conference, “World Hosting Days.”   

The chapters that follow draw together these various threads of inquiry to tell 

a story about Iceland as an infrastructural intermediary. Insofar as these chapters 

proceed chronologically, they could be said to constitute a very specific history. At 

the same time, each chapter takes up a particular point of technological connection, 

and first and foremost paints an ethnographic portrait of that encounter. Taken 

together, my aim is for these stories to constitute a meaningful engagement with the 

idea and experience of being in-between. In doing so, I intend to shed light from that 

vantage point onto the infrastructural and imperial formations often seen as 

overlooking, or simply integrating, places like these.  

Chapter One sets out to probe the centrality of technical connection in 

Icelandic history. Tracing the case of Iceland’s first telegraph – which was laid by the 

Danish Great Northern Telegraph Company just two years after Iceland was granted 

home rule from the Danish crown – it argues that the telegraph became a potent site 

for thinking sovereignty at the turn of the 20th century. The “cable matter” sparked 

debate among early nationalist politicians (as well as farmers, fishermen, and poets) 

who saw in this development the potentials this dissertation explores: the promise of 

integration, and the threat of unequal attachments. I suggest, drawing on historical 
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and archival research, that Iceland as a modern nation was, in significant part, 

constituted through its technical ties. But at the same time this chapter engages 

telegraph history, it also takes up the project of infrastructural memory, itself. 

Learning from the peculiar project of Iceland’s “Technical Museum” and its equally 

singular curator, I show how the telegraph actually unsettles the progress narratives 

within which it is most often told.    

 Chapters Two and Three introduce the Reykjanes peninsula and tell the story 

of its making as a military base. During the Cold War, Reykjanes was established as 

an American outpost in between East and West, and a center for the surveillance of 

Soviet submarines. These chapters explore this infrastructural enrollment, and the 

intimacies occasioned when the region was built in. Chapter Two follows a secret 

sonar surveillance network (SOSUS) as an interface between American soldiers, and 

Icelanders employed to build and maintain the base. Drawing on conversations with 

these former employees, I examine the sometimes uncomfortable proximity 

occasioned by their shared (but secret) infrastructural work. I suggest that each side 

saw something different in the shroud of silence surrounding the SOSUS surveillance 

network, but this occluded interface allowed the two communities to coexist and 

stake their own claims. SOSUS, then, I argue, was a site where Icelanders on 

Reykjanes explored the promise and potential of being in-between.  

Where Chapter Two explores the closeness occasioned by infrastructure, 

Chapter Three turns to the intimacy of exchange. As base expansion brought an influx 

of people and things into Reykjanes, they became tangible and anxiously scrutinized 



	 25 

sites for negotiating American occupation at the level of the everyday. In particular, 

sexual relationships between Icelandic women and American men were intensely 

stigmatized and policed. I suggest this anxious attention was one way of reckoning 

with the stickier predicaments of Iceland’s intermediarity. As the base increasingly 

came to be seen as extractive, the discomfort of this unequal exchange relationship 

was located in the bodies and characters of women. And yet, I argue that 

Reyknesingar women’s cross-cultural relationships shed clearer light back on these 

unequal transnational ties. Chapter Three, then, trains attention on some of the risks 

and problems posed by intermediarity.  

Chapters Four and Five shift to the present day on Reykjanes, and address the 

emerging data center industry. Today, Iceland is again positioned as an infrastructural 

intermediary, this time as a kind of clearing house for data in between the lucrative 

markets (and problematic policies) of East and West. In tracing the imaginative and 

material work that makes up these massive developments, these two chapters show 

data storage in Reykjanes to be both an intensely local matter, and one of much wider 

consequence. In Chapter Four, I examine the closure of the military base on 

Reykjanes and its transformation into an “enterprise park” and site of data center 

development. Reading this transition through a framework of “ruins” and “rubble,” I 

show how the desire for, and development of, an IT economy here emerged from the 

remnants of military connection that came before. I argue that as physical 

infrastructures, spatial orders, and affective stances persist on Reykjanes, a similarly 

extractive regional dynamic gets reprised. This inheritance is not technologically 
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determined, but rather a testament to the ways infrastructures shape spaces, and the 

persistent force of Iceland’s being positioned in-between.  

 Chapter Five pivots from Reyknesingar perspectives, to foreign designs for 

and on Reykjanes. Specifically, it takes up industry efforts to frame Iceland as 

“naturally” suited to data storage. While developers describe a seamless fit for their 

clean, “green” industry, I show how they actually partake in a long history of actively 

constructing stories about Iceland’s climate, and making an ambivalent resource of its 

cold. In doing so, however, they work to expand the industry in ways that contribute 

to anthropogenic climate change. Iceland, then, works as a physical and figurative 

relay, whose framing as a clean, “green,” and cold place allows the data storage 

industry to continue practices that actively work against these claims. Put differently, 

this chapter illustrates the global impact of Iceland’s being positioned as a digital 

intermediary.  

 Finally, Chapter Six refracts the themes of this dissertation through a different 

site and set of concerns. This chapter takes up the case of the Icelandic Modern Media 

Initiative (IMMI): a set of legal reforms aimed at making Iceland a so-called 

“information haven.” Passed in 2010, this Parliamentary Resolution was the political 

scaffolding for the data center boom. Its supporters claimed to leverage Icelandic 

national sovereignty in order to make Iceland a safe place for information to be stored 

(protected, that is, from state surveillance, repressive governments, and over-zealous 

intellectual property regimes). But five years later, the legislation was languishing – 

even as the business side of data storage was taking off. In this chapter I argue that 
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IMMI represents an effort to harness the power of intermediarity, claiming it for 

Icelanders’ own benefit. The rocky public life of the resolution, then, illustrates the 

challenges inherent to this move. I characterize the controversy around IMMI as an 

example of what I term a “politics of intermediarity,” and through it I aim to draw out 

the experiences of in-between-ness the dissertation has described. Intermediary 

politics, I argue, are full of potential; but they remind us that connection is always a 

compromise. 

 

 

Figure 3: Danish map of Icelandic telecommunications (Image reprinted by the 
Icelandic Technical Museum [Tækniminjasafn Austurlands]) 
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Chapter One: Sovereign Ties 
 
 
In mid-November the light is pink in Seyðisfjörður, dappled through striated in 

clouds in a sky that’s Texas-big. I stand here with Pétur Kristjánsson, squinting 

through it out onto the harbor, in the last weeks of my doctoral research. We are 

taking a break from sorting through the relics at the Technical Museum which Pétur 

curates. However, two days into the project of tracing the technological archive here, 

the word “curate” seems at once too much and not enough. What Pétur has done is 

assembled a kind of machinic orphanage, alongside a rich and tangled wealth of 

knowledge about how those pieces fit into this place. I have come to rummage 

through both collections – the one in his warehouses and the one in his head. So in 

between fingering rusted metal and dusty volumes; asking Pétur “what does this do?” 

and listening to him expound (or rather, watching him find out), we have stepped 

outside to breathe in the cold wet air. Snuffing tobacco, he smiles out over the water 

and tells me “once the world was out there.”   

Seyðisfjörður, nestled snugly between mountains and arranged around the 

edge of one of Iceland’s eastern fjords, has a long and storied history. Among the 

island’s early settlements, gravesites have been carbon-dated here all the way back to 

the 8th century. In the 1800s, the region was built up around herring fishing, then 

suffered a series of deadly disasters including an avalanche and flood. But in 1906 it 

became the landing site for the island’s first transnational telegraph cable: it is this 

history Pétur’s Technical Museum commemorates. Laid just two years after Iceland 
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was granted home rule, following over five centuries as a Danish dependency4, the 

cable is widely seen as a watershed moment in Icelandic history. It is said that the 

telegraph overcame “centuries of isolation” (Jónsdóttir and Johnson 2006, back 

cover); elevating “remote” and “backwards” Iceland to a position on par with the 

wider world (Bjarnason 2010). That such a turn took place in Seyðisfjörður is a 

matter of enduring local pride.  

However, the actual implementation of the cable – as well as Pétur’s project 

of memorializing it – shed light on this important story’s many frayed ends. The 

“cable matter” (ritsímamálið), as it came to be known, mobilized farmers, poets, and 

early nationalist politicians in a debate not only about technology, but about how and 

to whom the new nation would be tied. When that cable did finally come ashore in 

Seyðisfjörður, its benefits were decidedly mixed – a site where colonial and corporate 

power were exercised, and people felt new distances along with new proximities. 

Today, as connections to Seyðisfjörður dwindle, its history as a hub of 

communicative connection is thrown into a different kind of relief. In probing this 

history, alongside Pétur’s work to remember it, my aim is to start unraveling the 

widely received wisdom of technological connectivity. In the common-sense 

narrative about the Seyðisfjörður cable, sovereignty, modernity, and technical 

connection work together in a total package glossed as “progress.” But closely 

																																																								
4	I use this word in line with convention in the historical literature, to describe Iceland as a 
“dependency” (hjálenda) rather than as a “colony” (nýlenda). I choose it here to keep reinscribing the 
difference between how Iceland was treated as compared to other Danish colonies, but note – along 
with Lucas and Parigoris 2013 and Ellenberger 2009 – that motivations for naming Iceland’s status are 
always political, and the fact of “full” or “true” colonialism in Iceland remains an open debate.  
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following the telegraph’s politics shows them to sometimes meet at odd angles; to 

align then and then to pull apart again, like the now-rusting wires woven together to 

make up the telegraph cable itself.  

This chapter, then, is concerned with history, but it is important that it not be 

mistaken for “background.” My aim in revisiting this founding narrative is to unsettle 

this story that sanctions so much present development, and collect some tools that 

will help me consider infrastructural development in Iceland today. In what follows, I 

first take up late-19th century debates around the cable to consider the relationship 

between technical connection and independence. I suggest that the telegraph was a 

key site for thinking sovereignty at the turn of the 20th century, and that Iceland – as a 

modern, independent nation – was at least in part made through its technical ties. 

Specifically, the cable physically embodied a peculiar strategy of national politics: 

seeking sovereignty through performing likeness and proximity. Second, I turn to 

Pétur’s preservation of the telegraph era in order to probe the relationship between 

technical connection and modernity. Learning from his tactics of troubling progress 

by “living in ruins,” I argue that studying the telegraph’s resonant afterlife in 

Seyðisfjörður shows both the optimism and effects of connection to be localized and 

ephemeral. Following these two threads, I aim to establish this dissertation’s starting 

premise: that connection is always a compromise.  

 

Dependent Connections: Sovereignty and Technology at the Turn of the 20th 
Century 

  
Most theorists trace the Icelandic nationalist project back to the early 19th century, 
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with the establishment of the Icelandic Literary Society (1816), and the romantic 

essentialism it espoused (Hálfdanarson 2006, Karlsson 2000). Its members, young 

Icelanders studying in Copenhagen, started crafting a narrative of the island as an 

ancient community, defined by a national character forged in encounter with a 

forbidding natural environment (Oslund 2011). Key to such stories was the figure of 

the Alþingi: an assembly of chieftains established in the year 930, considered one of 

the oldest parliamentary bodies in the world. The age of the Alþingi is called the 

Commonwealth Period (or “Free State”): the time between 930 and 1262, before the 

chieftains submitted to Norwegian rule (which was transferred to Danish with the 

Kalmar Union of 1380). Early nationalists looked to it longingly as the image of 

ultimate freedom; memorialized it in prose and poetry, and wanted to see its glory 

restored. Jónas Hallgrímsson, among the most revered leaders of this period for his 

skill at fomenting national desire, offered the template for a much repeated national 

lament: 

 
Iceland, fortunate isle! Our beautiful, bountiful mother! 
Where are your fortune and fame, freedom and virtue of old? 
All things on earth are transient: the days of your greatness and glory 
flicker like flames in the night, far in the depths of the past. 
(Hallgrímsson, Ísland, 1835)  

 
 
Even over the course of the 19th century, when political demands became more urgent 

and concrete (for example, when celebrated nationalist Jón Sigurðsson submitted an 

invoice demanding restitution from the Danish crown), Icelandic sovereignty claims 

were still bolstered by history, and couched in the terms of renewal and return. As 
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such, in 1845, when Iceland was granted a deliberative assembly (although it was still 

subject to the Danish monarchy), the legislative body was re-named the Alþingi – 

although it was now based in Reykjavík, rather than its former site at Þingvellier.  

Attention to storied histories is not rare in nationalist movements (see, for 

example, Handler 1998, Mankekar 1999). What is, however, unusual about Icelandic 

nationalists’ nostalgia is how many Danes’ shared an investment in the same. In 1609 

a young scholar named Arngrímur Jónsson first made use of Iceland’s well-preserved 

medieval manuscripts to tell the history of Iceland’s Free State. In a manuscript 

entitled Crymogoea (“Ice Land” in Latin), he drew from genealogies, land holding 

records, and poetic verses to compose a proud history of Iceland’s “golden age.” His 

Danish readers, while put off by the Icelandic patriotism, were intrigued by the 

sources from which he drew. So shortly thereafter, the Danish crown commissioned 

Jónsson to write a history of the Danish nation, based on the medieval Icelandic 

accounts (Karlsson 2000). This exchange marked the start of a new Nordic 

orientation: a movement to theorize these nations’ common heritage, and a habit of 

positioning Iceland as its source (Østergard 1997, Aronsson and Gradén 2013).  

Iceland, it came to be believed, was made by remoteness a living relic. With 

the Icelandic sagas (prose narratives recorded between the 9th and 11th centuries) 

taken as shared source text, the politically dominant Nordic nations came to see in 

Iceland an evocative glimmer of their former selves. In the words of Danish national-

liberal Orla Lehman, in Iceland “we see our own past a gigantic monument raised 

over a distant time, which in severe loneliness projects into a world where everything 
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is new and altered” (Karlsson 2000, 216). Icelanders, that is, were not seen as the 

same or equal to, but certainly closely associated with Danes. Karen Oslund describes 

their position as one between self and other: a “Northern borderlands” that was 

sometimes claimed and sometimes disavowed (2011). Kristín Loftsdóttir has 

similarly situated Iceland as a site where “the line dividing colonial subjects and 

colonists is blurred” (2012, 599). While its Danish administration was unambiguous, 

Iceland’s historical and cultural positioning was less so.  

In this period, then, Denmark assumed toward Iceland a more complex stance 

than the simple subordination once presumed. And Icelanders, “guardians of the 

ancient Scandinavian culture” (Karlsson 2000, 17), in turn leaned into this ambiguity. 

Rather than staking their claims to sovereignty on the basis of equal difference (and 

thus the just application of international law or human rights), Icelandic nationalists 

increasingly argued from a position of similarity and proximity. That is to say, rather 

than contesting the colonial system, Icelanders challenged their position within it: 

they agitated for a position on the other side of the line.  

Kristín Loftsdóttir offers an instructive example of this strategy in her analysis 

of the Danish Colonial Exhibition of 1905. The exhibition, like others of the era, 

aimed to showcase the Danish empire’s holdings – which at the time included 

Greenland, the West Indies, and Iceland – by putting their people, architecture, and 

artifacts on display. When word got out of this degrading arrangement, it sparked 

outrage in Iceland – but rather than condemning the Colonial Exhibition, or the 

imperial enterprise writ large, Icelandic nationalists took umbrage with their role. An 
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article by Gísli Sveinsson in the foundational nationalist publication Fjallkonan, 

summarized the problem as “being categorized along with uncivilized savage 

people…and being disgraced in the eyes of the educated world” (Sveinsson 1904, 

quoted in Loftsdóttir 2012, 62). Icelanders, then, claimed to belong not with the 

colonized, but the colonizers. As such, they asserted their rights not in opposition to 

Denmark, but rather on the basis of being like and with.  

This mutual (though uneven and instrumental) identification helps explain 

why Denmark refused to surrender its claim to the island in the 19th century – despite 

very scant material benefits, a tax income lower than public expenditure, and 

responsibility for a territory markedly difficult to defend. Their linked history made 

the dependency an intimate matter; as Karlsson put it, “predominantly a question of 

pride” (2000, 216). At the same time, it also helps explain Iceland’s steady gains 

throughout the 20th century: its bloodless and relatively undisputed transition from 

constitutional assembly, to home rule, to sovereign state (in stark contrast to its 

differently racialized neighbors, for example in Greenland and Africa) (Hálfdanarson 

2006, Oslund 2011). At the turn of the 20th century, then, Iceland was in a peculiar 

position: developing an increasingly effective nationalist movement, but one largely 

premised on proximity and complicity. This position situates the debates on 

communication that came to occupy Iceland at that time. 

 
*** 
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Telegraphy was invented in the late 18th century, but only became reliable in 

the mid-19th. When it did – when the telegraph became truly transnational – it was 

quickly instrumentalized in the work of empire: the central reason for connecting far-

flung places at the time. Historian Duncan Bell has argued that telegraphy made 

meaningful the once theoretical imagination of a genuinely global state: distance 

became an actionable obstacle, one that could be practically overcome (2005). The 

All-Red Line, which strategically linked British dependencies by landing only on 

imperial soil, is one such striking example of communications built in the service of 

control (Starosielski 2015)5. So tightly were these imaginations bound together that 

Nalbach has called telegraph cables “the hardware of the new imperialism” (2003); 

Mattelart has claimed that “the undersea cable was one of the clearest illustrations of 

Victorian hegemony” (2000, 11). 

Iceland was not included in that first round of transnational linkages: 

Denmark was behind in binding its colonies in this way. The first signal of interest in 

building a cable to the island came in 1854 when an American entrepreneur, 

Taliaferro Preston Shaffner, suggested using Iceland, Greenland, and the Faroe 

Islands as lily pads to leapfrog across the Atlantic. Using the islands in this way, he 

argued, made more sense than trying to stretch one cable across the sea: each segment 

of telegraph would be more reliable, easier to install and repair. In Shaffner’s schema 

																																																								
5 Starosielski goes further in theorizing the telegraph as not only shaping, but shaped by empire: for 
example, as early networks followed colonial trade routes, sharing ports and other infrastructure. 
What’s more, England’s colonial monopoly on the gutta-percha trade strengthened Britain’s primacy 
in early telegraph development. See also, however, Smithies 2005 for a useful discussion of the ways 
telegraph materiality often undermined its imperial designs. 
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the North Atlantic islands are explicitly figured as intermediaries: the point was not to 

connect them for their own benefit, but rather to put their geophysical properties to 

use. As Icelandic journalist Jón Ólafsson then put it, these early attempts “did not 

consider Iceland, except as a middleman” (Ólafsson 1905, 40). Shaffner sought an 

Icelandic permit for the project, but his proposal lay untouched by parliament for 

seven years (Þorleifsson 1986, 18). In 1866, however, the success of Cyrus Field’s 

transatlantic telegraph, laid between Ireland and Newfoundland, rendered Shaffner’s 

ambitions obsolete. His “lily pads” no longer needed, he let his concession agreement 

expire, and ultimately pass to Carl Frederik Tietgen: the Danish founder of the Great 

Northern Telegraph Company.  

When the Danish company took control of the project, the cable suddenly 

seemed more possible and more dangerous. Alþingi’s annual budget reflects this two-

mindedness, as various allocations are approved then taken back. In 1897 both 

Alþingi and the Danish parliament pledged funding – but that year the total cost of the 

project was estimated at 2 million kronur so both sides took their offers off the table 

again (Þorleifsson 1986, 60).  A major reason for the impossible cost of the telegraph 

was the price of laying the cable over land. While Icelanders asked for a cable to 

Reykjavík, Great Northern deemed it most efficient to land the cable on the eastern 

coast; in Seyðisfjörður, about 250 miles away. This left the effort of stretching cable 

across the highlands – 14,000 poles and 300,000 kronur (the equivalent of Iceland’s 

annual GDP) – unaccounted for (Þorleifsson 1986, 60). Journalist Jón Ólafsson, with 

a passion then characteristic of this conversation, denounced the proposal on the basis 
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that “Parliament would have thrown 35,000 kronur a year into the sea” (Ólafsson 

1905, 54). Denmark, he observed, was not willing to spend money on its 

“backwaters” (utkjálki) when it did not stand to benefit itself (Ólafsson 1905, 43).  

The deficits of the Danish proposal were brought into relief by an emerging 

alternative. Shortwave radio, in development since the mid-19th century, had finally 

reached transatlantic capacity (Þorleifsson 1986). Less costly, less infrastructure-

intensive, and not yet congealed along lines of colonial power, radio would seem to 

offer Iceland another route to “the world.” Where the Danish telegraph would charge 

its users per message (matching the model of its colonial monopoly on trade), radio 

suggested a less dependent relationship, its relative accessibility undercutting Danish 

motives of profit and control. In 1899 Member of Parliament Jón Jónsson raised the 

possibility, and the question of wireless versus wired communication soon came to 

dominate a spirited public debate (Þorleifsson date, 64). So popular and omnipresent 

was this discussion that even beloved poet Einar Benediktsson took the time to weigh 

in (1897).  

However, in 1904 when Iceland was granted Home Rule, this now fifty-year 

old cable conversation was quickly and decisively resolved. Even before his 

appointment, Iceland’s first Minister Hannes Hafstein saw the telegraph as an 

important investment for growing the island’s economy (Þorleifsson, 1986, 66). But 

even more so, he regarded it as a marker of national standing: proof and promise of 

Iceland’s budding modernity (Bjarnason 2010). Appointed in February of 1904, 

Hannes traveled to Denmark for negotiations on the telegraph before that same month 
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ended. On September 26, he signed an agreement in Copenhagen between Iceland, 

Denmark, and the Great Northern Telegraph Company.  

 

         

Figure 4: Expedition map for North Atlantic Telegraph (Þorleifsson 1986, 25) 

 

The terms of the contract stated that the cable would come ashore in 

Seyðisfjörður, and Great Northern would extend the line to Reykjavík. Alongside the 

telegraph, Great Northern would build phone lines, thus connecting the island in two 

ways. Both lines were to be complete and open to the public on October 1 of 1906, 

“barring unforeseen incident”6 (Þorleifsson 1986, 71). Great Northern would then be 

entitled to all income from the cable, and tariffs would be levied by the Danish 

Ministry for Transport and Communications. Great Northern would hold a twenty-

year license, and during that period the Danish Treasury would pay 54,000 kronur 

annually, and the Icelandic Treasury would pay 35,000. During that period, Great 
																																																								
6 In fact, phone connection was not completed until the 1960s (Bjarnason 2010) 
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Northern would hold a monopoly on providing telegraphy as well as any other 

“electrical connections” (rafmagnstengslum) to Iceland – a phrasing that would put 

Great Northern in a position to profit even from radio messages sent from Reykjavík 

to ships in its bay (Þorleifsson 1986, 71).  

Understandably, critics were quick to question the agreement. One article 

published in Fjallkonan was threateningly titled Danaríki í Íslandi: “A Danish 

Kingdom in Iceland,” clearly expressing who was seen to have benefitted from the 

deal (Þorleifsson 1986, 74). Among the most public displays of disagreement was the 

farmer’s demonstration of 1905. On August 1, a group of farmers descended on 

Reykjavík from the countryside, where they assembled, shouting, in front of Alþingi 

in the nation’s first popular protest (Helgadóttir 2007). Today, the farmers’ opposition 

to the telegraph cable is most often read as a sign of their “backwardness,” their 

resistance to inevitable technological progress. However, as Pétur and other students 

of Icelandic technological history tell me7, these farmers were not actually against 

connection: they expressed specific and legitimate grievances with the Great Northern 

deal. As those whose land stood to be bisected by a transnational string of telephone 

poles, these farmers saw new infrastructure as the territorializing project it was.  

As discussed here, the Great Northern telegraph was not a matter of 

technological inevitability in Iceland – the broader public did not yet need it, and 

regardless the radio offered another way. As subsequent opinion pieces and popular 

protests made apparent, it did not reflect an overwhelming political will. Why, then, 

																																																								
7 Stefán Pálsson, personal communication, April 21, 2015 
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did Hannes pursue it so vigorously? I suggest that at this juncture, the telegraph 

became a material expression of Icelandic sovereignty.  

As a physical vector of transnational connection, the cable made immanent the 

themes of likeness and difference, proximity and distance, that had dominated 

sovereignty politics in the discursive mode. Its laying, like other sovereign acts of this 

period, was a strategic but deeply ambivalent move. On the one hand, it situated 

Iceland as part of “circulating civilization” (Mattelart 2000, 16); a modern place 

equipped for, and deserving of, sovereignty. At the same time, it only entrenched 

Iceland’s place within, and reliance on, the changing Danish crown. The cable then, 

was not only the outcome of politics: it was infrastructure that manifested the political 

in and of itself (Von Schnitzler 2013). And while some would have preferred an 

assertion of separation, the telegraph again positioned Iceland as like and with.  

 As Jessica Cattelino has argued, sovereignty politics are not only symbolic: 

they also take shape in material practices that exert a heft and weight in the world. Far 

from limited to legal autonomy, Cattelino articulates sovereignty instead as a matter 

of “material interdependence”: relations of (albeit unequal) mutuality negotiated 

across bodies, objects, and land (2008, 200; see also Taiaiake 2005, Winichakul 

1994)8. In her study of Florida Seminole gaming, she shows how Florida Seminoles 

																																																								
8 In making this argument I am drawing from (primarily) Indigenous scholars who have carried the 
analytic labor of “unsettling” sovereignty (Bonilla 2017). I am conscious of the fact that, as part of 
demonstrating sovereignty’s incompleteness, its interdependence, and its alternatives (Taiaiake 2005, 
Barker 2005), many scholars working in the context of settler colonialism call for a displacement of 
“sovereignty” itself. As a colonial construct, it is far from the only way to think about relations of 
power and practices of governance. Its (often violent) imposition as the only terms of political relations 
has been deceitful and damaging. So here I want to specify that I use the term intentionally, because I 
think that seeking sovereignty was, in Iceland not just imposed or politically expedient, but of a piece 
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exploit the fungibility of money in order to make political claims outside of limiting 

legal institutions – through, for example, purchases, investments, and construction 

projects (2008). Following this framework, I suggest that sovereignty was enacted in 

and through the Icelandic telegraph. Separate from status or political recognition, the 

plain fact of the telegraph made Iceland a place with connections; the kind of place 

that would speak and be spoken to. This was sovereignty below the level of the legal 

(Chalfin 2010); sovereignty not granted but nevertheless done (Simpson 2015). But in 

the mode of 19th and early 20th-century Icelandic independence politics, what it 

enacted was not oppositional difference; instead, it furthered a politics of likeness and 

proximity.  

 Iceland’s first telegraph is now remembered as fundamental. It is generally 

glossed as a classic example of what Nicole Starosielski calls a “connection 

narrative”: a story that heralds the arrival of new technology as total, “a binary 

change of state from international separation to connection” (2015, 67). But if the 

cable was a material instantiation of political tactics, then as such, it was also limited. 

Within an intimate but asymmetrical imperial relationship, connection could not be 

made on one’s own terms. Icelandic parliament was bound to an annual payment, and 

the Icelandic people were bound to a twenty-year monopoly. The significant effort of 

dragging an overland cable from Seyðisfjörður (the preferred Danish landing station) 

																																																																																																																																																														
with broader nationalist strategy. I have suggested that independence politics then turned on likeness, 
on demonstrating proximity to power. I don’t think then that sovereignty is an ill-fitting 
characterization; I think it was what was specifically desired. This fact should not further naturalize 
sovereignty, but rather further specify it as a European colonial construct – one that some were forced 
into, others rejected (and still do), and still others actively sought out.  
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to Reykjavík (the actual seat of Icelandic government) took months and an imported 

pool of Norwegian labor, as not enough Icelanders could be convinced to do the job9. 

The cable laying thus made concrete the compromise of connection. At these 

interfaces, the limits of proximity politics were felt clearly, and resistance to the Great 

Northern contract articulated a political rift widening in Iceland defined by degree of 

affinity with Denmark (Karlsson 2000, 280). Hafstein’s opponents claimed that in 

getting close, he had gone too far.  

 So far, my re-telling of the telegraph’s material history only bolsters others’ 

arguments about early Icelandic sovereignty. I have suggested that the cable, as a 

vector of transnational connection, is not only an apt metaphor for, but an immanent 

instantiation of, the ambivalent politic of proximity (discussed in detail in the work of 

Kristín Loftsdóttir [2012], Karen Oslund [2011], and Ann-Sofie Nielsen Gremaud 

2014]). The material expense, weight, and labor of this project demonstrate the costs 

– and compromises – of this approach. But what might such attention to the material 

add to analyses of Iceland’s place in the world at the turn of the 20th century? In the 

next section, I explore the early telegraph period at the Seyðisfjörður Technical 

Museum. Guided by Pétur’s effort to memorialize this moment, I show how both the 

optimism and side-effects of connection – a national project with progressive designs 

– can actually be localized and short-lived.  

																																																								
9 Pétur Kristjánsson, personal communication, November 11, 2015. 
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Figure 5: Cable landing in Seyðisfjörður, August 18, 1906 (Þorleifsson 1986, 86) 

 

     

Figure 6: Overland cable laying (Þorleifsson 1986, 87) 
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Ruined modernities: the promise and past-ness of the Seyðisfjörður telegraph 

Much like the town of Seyðisfjörður, Pétur Kristjánsson has lived a rich and varied 

life. Now a spry, wiry man in his 60s, he is an honorary consul of the Swedish 

embassy. He was also active in the “Pots and Pans Revolution,” the anti-government 

protests in 2009 that ultimately ousted Prime Minister Geir Haarde. At the same time, 

he is a local correspondent for Morgunbladið, the conservative national daily paper – 

but he impresses upon me that he would never read it, and uses his free copies for 

kindling, instead. Pétur has been a customs worker, a school teacher, a fisherman. He 

dresses in wool and flannel but wears a small sparkling earring. Pétur was pursuing a 

doctorate in Anthropology in Stockholm when he got the offer to start the Technical 

Museum in 1984. He and his wife Þóra planned to stay only a year here, but now it’s 

thirty years later and he jokes he’s still “ABD.”  

 I stumbled across the Technology Museum late in my research, and kicked 

myself for having somehow missed it until now. The museum’s focus, as described 

on its website, is on “the influx of modern times” and their accompanying “technical 

innovations”: I imagined (naively, before meeting Pétur), that a visit might enrich the 

historical context of my research on the development of digital infrastructure in 

Iceland today. But the museum was tucked away on the Northeast coast of Iceland – 

about as far from my field site in Reykjanes as you can get – and what’s more it was 

already closed for the winter. Intrigued, I emailed its curator anyway. He replied an 

hour later, offering to open the museum for me if I was up for making the trek. So I 
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took a commuter plane across the island, drove my rental car down a daunting 

mountain pass, and delivered myself to Pétur’s front door.   

 Pétur and Þóra live in a cozy and colorful pitched-roof timber home. Such 

wooden houses are rare in Iceland (cement and aluminum are more common by far), 

but Seyðisfjörður boasts a singular cluster that hearkens back to the town’s 

Norwegian roots. Fishermen from Norway, passing through in the mid-19th century, 

chose to settle here when they found ample stocks of fish in the local fjord. They sent 

for house construction kits from back home in Norway, and created the kind of rustic 

gingerbread house atmosphere the village is known for today. Pétur and Þóra’s house 

once belonged to a restless inventor, Þórstein Gíslason, the first person to transmit 

radio signal from Iceland. Their kitchen was once his “experiment room.” The couple 

made a home and raised an adopted daughter here, and now, Pétur chuckles that in 

recent years, he and Þóra have been waking up to tourists photographing their home. 

If Seyðisfjörður once marked the cutting edge of Icelandic modernity, today it stands 

as a kind of relic to the same. Their house, at once persistent and plastic, records the 

shifting place of Seyðisfjörður: once a cosmopolitan boom town, then steadily 

drained of resources, it now serves as a site of strangely focused memory.  

 The Technical Museum, like Pétur’s ambitions, started with one room and 

steadily sprawled. Today it consists of six separate buildings, including an old 

machine shop, a ship building warehouse, and several variously remodeled old 

homes. Inside, each presents its own visual cacophony. Legible displays transition 

without warning into piles of old machinery, which seem to have no less to say. 
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While the original intention was to collect “Icelandic” technology, when Pétur was 

offered a printing press he found he couldn’t say no. Another museum curator in 

Reykjavík later tells me he used to offer homeless machinery to Pétur, knowing that 

he would always accept. So now the museum is wide-ranging, indiscriminate in its 

collection, and all the more instructive this way. Once, it got a bad review on the 

tourist site Trip Advisor: a woman wandered in while Pétur was out elsewhere, and 

tried to explore the museum herself. Clicking his tongue, Pétur says, “Of course she 

had a bad time – “how could she have made sense of all this without help?” 

 I see what he means when I step into the main building: the smell of oil, a 

cyclical whirring, and at least two dozen indecipherable machines. The front room 

offers a reception desk and souvenir shelf, but past them one’s path is no longer clear. 

To the right is a series of printing presses and typecasting machines – most of them 

quite a bit larger than me – and to the left is assembled the even more obscure. Pétur 

stops to explain one of these objects: an early 20th century stereoplotter used for 

marking topographical features on maps – but more closely resembling the cockpit of 

some fantastical vessel, a set of lenses surrounded by metal arms, wheels, and gears. 

Pétur tells me, jogging ahead up a spiral metal staircase, that the stated purpose of 

Technical Museum was to showcase Icelandic modernity. But it’s interesting, he 

says: “all we have is questions, instead of answers!”  

I come to see this sensibility everywhere, as we make our way through the 

museum’s staging grounds. The space seems to openly defy curatorial practice, 

refusing both the satisfying thread of singular narrative, and, to all appearances, the 
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impulse to explain. To be sure, some exhibits are thoughtfully designed and 

implemented, for example an interactive telephone switchboard, and a re-created 19th 

century photography studio. Others stand almost aggressively un-assembled, like the 

work bench of an early repairman for Iceland Telecom (Landssími): a rich array of 

handcrafted equipment, some hung neatly on a tool board, and more spread across the 

table in a tangled mound. Pétur cheerfully admits he doesn’t know how to use this 

stuff, but still encourages me to feel its wooden weight. One exhibit – a cabinet of 

curios – seems recognizable but quickly twists back on itself. Inside, Pétur shows me, 

are objects of assessment and demonstration. For example, an open circuit board 

labeled “Dynamic Demonstrator,” which was used for training in radio theory and 

repair. Above it are two large sounding bells, and a suspended glass flask. To me, this 

display of displays best embodies the ironic (but not cynical), unfinished (but 

deliberate) spirit of the Icelandic Technical Museum. While scholars have long noted 

the defining role museums play in enshrining national narratives, as well as 

performing modernity (Aronsson and Gradén 2012), Pétur’s is what you get when 

you run a collection with a deep, earned, and amiable distrust of progress. 

 Pétur and I discuss this orientation in his office, where neatly labeled three-

ring binders are bookended by precarious stacks of paper and miscellaneous metal 

artifacts. The previous night he’d asked me to send him some writing, and he’s 

already devoured the conference papers I sent. “Exciting stuff,” he keeps repeating, 

and says it kept him up last night. He gets lonely out here sometimes in his 

intellectual pursuit. What he takes from my analysis of inherited military 
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infrastructure (presented in detail in Chapter Four), is the sense that “when you get 

right down to it, everyone’s right, so it all comes down to ethics – and politics.” 

While not necessarily the way I would characterize my own intervention, it strikes at 

the contingency he and his work keep driving home. “Museology,” he later muses, “is 

about rescuing the past, our history. But who are ‘we’? Is the museum supposed to be 

about the people or the place?” What, he goes on, should be displayed in such a 

project? If we know the past is never really settled, why don’t museums engage in 

contemporary debates? “Why, for example, can’t they display a company’s fiscal 

sheets? It’s interesting if we do it for a whaling company in the 1800s, but not some 

rich corporation today!” That he asks these questions openly, earnestly, after running 

the place for thirty-one years reflects the inherently tangled nature of the enterprise he 

has chosen to take on. If the subject of this museum is “modernity,” Pétur will do 

justice to its uncanniness, its unruliness, its multiplicity (Rofel 1999). I suspect that 

much of this commitment is just Pétur’s – an inability to be satisfied by the 

straightforward and just so. But some too, I suspect, comes from Seyðisfjörður: a 

place that was once definitively modern and now appears to be something else.  

Seyðisfjörður was once “a grand place,” Pétur tells me. At the turn of the 20th 

century, when most Icelanders still lived in turf houses, “it must have felt like 

Disneyland.” There was a profitable fishing plant, a beautifully ordered 

neighborhood, and the nation’s first telegraph station, “connected to the world.” But 

the town has been struggling since those days. First, the commodification of the 

national fishing stock in the 1980s consolidated the fishing industry among wealthy 
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quota holders and depleted the resources of small fishing towns (Pálsson and 

Helgason 1995, Wilson and Gunnlaugsdóttir 2015). And second, the 2008 financial 

crisis tightened public funding everywhere. Pétur’s museum was generously funded 

by the government before the crisis, but all of that money has now been cut10. It’s 

part of a broader project of “centralization,” he tells me, of funneling resources to the 

city and away from the countryside. For example, they shut down the post office in 

Seyðisfjörður, shifting a limited few of its functions to the bank. There is also no 

police force and no local hospital, so residents rely on neighboring towns (a stretch) 

for that. Pétur discusses these cuts explicitly in terms of class and capital. He tells this 

moment as part of a longer history of exploitation of regular people by the rich. You 

can see it, he tells me, by tracing the property transfers: the head of the town council 

and secretary of Sjálfstæðisflokkurinn (the conservative party associated with the 

upper-class right) purchased the old post office as soon as it was vacated, and turned 

it into a profitable hotel. These people are always winding up ahead but then acting 

like – Pétur mimes puffing his chest out, extending his hand – “We’re doing this for 

you.” In the process, he says, “Local economies are being killed11.”  

Anthony Giddens famously located modernity as a social order that “lives in 

the future, rather than the past” (Giddens and Pearson 1994, 93). In Seyðisfjörður, 

however, a place steadily shedding its amenities, Giddens’ criteria of technology, 

																																																								
10 The Icelandic financial crash was, relative to the size of its economy, the largest national economic 
crisis in history. It resulted in a drastic de-valuing of the króna, an IMF “stabilization package,” an 
significant cuts in social services, including education – and museums. This period is discussed in 
detail in Chapter 6.  
11 Pétur’s analysis aligns with a growing body of research on the neglect and decline of the Icelandic 
countryside. See, for example, Pétursdóttir 2014 and Wilson 2015. 
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industry, and political-economic institutions are increasingly viewed in analytic 

retrospect. So much is this the case that modernity itself can be objectified and 

preserved in a museum – albeit an unorthodox and an excessive one. More 

specifically, the telegraph – once embodiment of connective modernity – is no longer 

the aspiration; it is the archive. “We’re in ruins,” Pétur says to me once, 

absentmindedly, leaving the subject of his sentence unresolved. But then he chuckles 

and says “I like it, though.” It is from this perspective – by which I mean the town of 

Seyðisfjörður; the analytic of past and possibly ruined modernities; and the spirit of 

irreverent commitment Pétur brings to his curation – that I now wish to revisit 

Iceland’s first telegraph line.  

 
*** 

 
 
On my second day in Seyðisfjörður, having gotten a sense for me, Pétur drives us the 

museum’s second building: Iceland’s first telegraph station, now a tribute to the same. 

A light blue two-story with ornate white trim, near the water, this house is another 

example of Seyðisfjörður’s former grandeur. It is, Pétur tells me, the former home of 

Otto Wathne – the Norwegian skipper-entrepreneur whose herring plant built up what 

was once a rural region into Iceland’s fourth-largest town. A well-appointed dwelling 

at the turn of the 20th century, boasting running water and central heat, the Great 

Northern Telegraph Company found it fitting and convenient to occupy. It was later 

transferred to the Icelandic national telecommunications company, Landssíminn, 

which then turned it over to the town for “preservation” in 1973. The town council is 
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supposed to care for it, Pétur tells me, but they’re neglectful – he picks and flicks off 

some peeling paint. He lets me in the chilly building, turns the lights on, and leads me 

up a spiral staircase to yet another laden room. 

This array of equipment feels different from the others in that this house has 

been its rightful home. The brass hammers that used to pound out messages in Morse 

code; the tape punching machine that recorded those signals; the reader that 

transmitted its mechanical perforations into a continuous curving line, which Pétur 

calls “the snake alphabet.” All this machinery was really put to use here; it and the 

town made each other at the turn of the century. It is thanks to these artifacts that, 

after the cable was dragged in by the steamer ship Cambria on August 18, 1906, the 

town of Seyðisfjörður experienced a boom. This room was the reason people moved 

here, the reason they had the money to build. This was the route of all transnational 

traffic – “it was just Morse code, but you were still listening to the world from 

Seyðisfjörður,” Pétur says. 

When the telegraph started, Pétur tells me, the signal was weak – they were 

still actively grappling with resistance and corrosion in moving a message across the 

sea. So everything needed to be hand-written: people would sit here, transcribing in 

real time. Those who did that listening, then, like the brass hammers and ticker tape, 

formed a part of the chain of communication; they “got to read all the news and hear 

all the secrets,” Pétur says. This made their work, however concentrated in 

Seyðisfjörður, a matter of colonial and corporate concern. Great Northern, Pétur tells 

me, was the first big international company in Iceland – the first company where 
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“they wanted it to work the same in Seyðisfjörður as it would anywhere.” To achieve 

this kind of reliable likeness, Icelandic operators were sent to train in Copenhagen, 

where they learned French and English, in addition to technical skills. The 

stationmaster, meanwhile, was always sent from Denmark. This built-in training, 

along with above-average wages, made telegraph operation one of the first “high-

status” jobs for Icelandic women: one of few opportunities for economic mobility. 

But that mobility was undergirded by inflexibility elsewhere; by the strict rules 

designed to make good cogs in a sprawling transnational machine.  

 “The company had a hand in everything,” Pétur tells me. It would pass out 

company circulars to codify (and correct) appropriate behavior, from modes of 

address (greet the stationmaster formally in the morning) to a specific dress code 

(Icelandic national costume for women operating the telephone; modern Danish dress 

for those operating the telegraph). With a grin, he says, “here is an example”: Once 

there was a telegraph operator called Herr Brun, who wished to marry his sweetheart. 

He asked the stationmaster for permission to get married, who told him he would 

have to check with the office in Copenhagen. The office took a look at Herr Brun’s 

wages, and determined he did not make enough to support a wife; official word came 

down that the two would have to wait. So Herr Brun and his wife had to elope from 

the company. But even though Brun had announced his leaving, Great Northern went 

on to claim that he hadn’t quit but had been fired. They maintained that his 

termination had gone into effect immediately, the moment he had broken with 

company policy – “just like God,” Pétur says.  



	 53 

Pétur specifies that Great Northern was a private company, “strictly for 

profit,” and not a representative of the crown. But nevertheless it managed to 

replicate, with innovative attention and precision, an experience of Danish 

management here. That is to say: while the telegraph was sought after as a project of 

early Icelandic sovereignty, the site where it stationed most directly was subjected to 

the most intense Danish control. Nicole Starosielski has documented this tendency of 

early 20th century cable stations to operate as sites of colonial encounter.  Often, it 

was locals enrolled in the labor of maintaining the telegraph – a practice meant to 

shield the cable’s smooth operation from potential political unrest or turmoil. Early 

cable stations, she argues, were relatively open, so difference had to be managed in 

other ways – often, racializing discourses and practices (including standards for 

interaction, dress, and language) meant to maintain the distance needed for 

dominance in such unevenly collaborative zones (Starosielski 2015). The distancing 

practices employed at the Seyðisfjörður station, then, offer another example of 

Icelandic difference inscribed in action, even though it was claimed the cable would 

do it away. While never violently disciplined, caricatured, or “civilized” like cable 

operators, for example, in Australia and the Pacific Islands, Icelandic employees of 

the Great Northern Company were, relentlessly, put in their place (Starosielski 2015). 

This, again, was control at the level of operation (as opposed to legislation). In 

Seyðisfjörður, the benefits and costs of connection were concentrated, experienced in 

everyday and intimate ways.  
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Figure 7: Telegraph and telephone operators in Hafnarfjörður, 1920. The phone 
operator on the left is dressed in “traditional” Icelandic costume, and the telegraph 

operator on the right wears “modern” Danish dress. (Þorleifsson 1986, 107) 
 

 As he recounts for me this history, Pétur is in motion – he flicks on switches, 

rearranges artifacts, and casually induces machinery to move. He fiddles with a radio 

(the size of an armoire) until it starts emitting music. He punches out a length of 

ticker tape, tears it off, and hands it to me as a souvenir. At one point he ducks into a 

back room and brings back a small, dark vial of ink. “Smell it,” he offers, and when I 

do he beats me to it: “Ethyl alcohol!” At least one telegraph operator in Seyðisfjörður, 

he winks, had been known to get desperate and turn to the ink. As we move through 

the room, Pétur lets me touch everything; even the delicate, the irreplaceable, and the 

old. Some objects can still be convinced to perform their former functions, but plenty 

of others have ceased to work. “Some day it will all stop working,” Pétur says. But 

unlike other curators, even elsewhere in Iceland, Pétur doesn’t keep machinery locked 
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behind glass doors. Instead he lets me (and my untrained, inquisitive fingers) be a 

party to its decline and ultimate demise. It feels like a surprisingly intimate act of 

witnessing; the feeling of approaching an end.  

 
*** 

 

This visit was an invaluable experience in my effort to think my way outside 

the progress narrative so firmly linked to Icelandic information technology. In 

experiencing and actively participating in the ruination of what was once imagined 

(and is still often remembered) as transformative, it is simply impossible to see 

triumph alone. Under these conditions, connection always appears a fragile 

achievement. This is different from saying that it was a failure – or even to point to 

the failures it contained (for example, critiquing the quasi-colonial control enacted by 

Great Northern – because even these kinds of critical positions invite us to imagine 

how much we have overcome. Instead, Pétur’s museum makes us experience the 

strikingly poor fit of progress, without indulging a sense of surprise or betrayal. That 

was the future then, and now it simply isn’t. As Pétur’s not quite nostalgic comment 

at the start of this chapter illustrates (“Once the world was out there”), Seyðisfjörður 

was once well-connected and now it is not.  

This history, on its own, compels us to think beyond popular narratives of 

technological development, deterministic and teleological accounts. But the remnants 

of this history, and Pétur’s project of housing them, takes us a step further than that. 

“Living in ruins” (by which I mean Pétur’s curatorial practice, but also the broader 
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experience of feeling Seyðisfjörður change) means progress is not a plausible 

narrative. These conditions illuminate more ambivalent interleavings of technical 

connection and modernity. “Ruins,” of course, call to mind a range of recent literature 

on “ruination” as material and social process: for example, the work of Ann Stoler 

(2008, 2013), Gastón Gordillo (2014), Christina Schwenkel (2015), and Joe Masco 

(2013). This work will be engaged in detail later in the dissertation, but for now I 

deliberately postpone this maneuver, and take Pétur’s term on its own terms. That is 

to say, I wish to learn from “living in ruins” as a situated practice rather than a 

theoretical frame.  

One consequence of doing so is dwelling with the material – Pétur’s approach 

makes us feel the endurance of objects and their impactful weight in the world. This 

is certainly part of the Technical Museum’s magic – how it invites you to confront 

objects on their own merit, rather than as extras in a story of societal change. But at 

the same time “living in ruins” makes us think the material, it also conditions a 

productive analytic (and sometimes ironic) distance toward the imaginative. The 

excess, then absence of connection in Seyðisfjörður reminds us that infrastructural 

optimism can pass. Now that the town is no longer the center of a thriving network, 

but rather definitively out-of-the-way, it is possible to think technological connection 

not as inevitable and universal future, but as part of a situated history, a specific 

dream of a (strategically, partially, unevenly) connected world. If ruins invite us to 

attend to such past futures, they make space for sensing our own time as temporary, 

too. While remnants of the 1906 cable remain underwater (as many now obsolete – 
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but hard to retrieve - cables do), this particular dream, in Seydsifjördur, has passed. 

Technical connection, uncoupled from the pull of a shared promise, has a much wider 

range of stories to tell. 

 

                 

Figure 8: Morse code punch tape machine at the Seyðisfjörður Technical Museum 
(Photo by Alix Johnson) 
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Figure 9: Pétur showing me preserved segments of the 1906 telegraph cable, 
Seyðisfjörður Technical Museum (Photo by Alix Johnson) 

 
 
Compromising connections 
 
Today, questions of sovereignty seem long-settled in Iceland. Fully independent since 

leaving the Danish crown in 1944, its position as an autonomous nation now seems 

plain. And yet, anxious negotiations over likeness and proximity, progress and 

modernity, endure. As Kristín Loftsdóttir has argued, Icelanders have been situated 

“within the category of white, masculine, and civilized…[but] their positioning in that 

category can in no way be seen as secure” (2011, 18). In the following chapters I 

propose that, like the 1906 telegraph cable, information technology continues to offer 

a productive site for seeing claims, contests, and negotiations over Iceland’s place in 

the world. Transnational networks still spar such conversations, and still serve as 
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material gestures by which Icelanders assert alliances and autonomies. Mapping these 

maneuvers, I suggest, can shed fresh light on Iceland, as well as the imperial 

formations in which it is, to this day, ambivalently enrolled.  

 We can trace such a terrain reflected back in the prevalent discourse David 

Bjarnason has commented upon, in which “electronic connections help the previously 

isolated islanders to build a techno-nationalistic account of the country as a modern 

and connected nation in an interconnected world” (2010, 230). We can read it, 

equally, in many of former President Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson’s speeches, which 

make a habit of emphasizing Iceland’s status as “one of the most connected hi-tech 

[sic] societies in the world” (2001). Often, these stories make reference back to the 

telegraph: the first vector of connection that started it all. For example, when 

Benedikt, the Vice President of the telecommunications company (discussed in the 

Introduction), started his story of making Iceland a “modern, competitive nation” 

with the laying of the cable in 1906. But as we have seen throughout this chapter, this 

founding link was not so simple – it had ambivalent and unequal effects. Critically 

revisiting the story of Iceland’s first telegraph foregrounds its material effort and 

unevenly borne expenses, as well as the conditions of control and subjugation that 

existed around the cable station, itself. It clarifies the cables’ mixed impacts as a 

supposed instantiation of sovereignty and modernity. 

 It is this uneasiness I aim to evoke throughout this dissertation with the 

concept of connection as compromise. In a straightforward way, compromise means 

that neither side gets what it wanted; that technological networks are sites of 
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negotiation, across which different kinds of power operate. But at the same time, 

compromise has a backhanded valence: one can be compromised, as well as 

compromising. My sites of interest, then, are more slippery: the terms of trade are not 

always clear at the outset, and it is easy to get more than what you bargained for. Like 

other infrastructures, communicative networks’ intentions are often exceeded by their 

effects (Larkin 2008). Along with – or instead of – their promised benefits, they can 

also occasion new encounters, condition new dependencies, exposures, and 

vulnerabilities.  Compromise, then, marks a field of engagement that is sometimes 

upstanding and sometimes corrupting; sometimes chosen and sometimes forced. The 

coming chapters will explore how present connective developments are, like the 

telegraph, entangled with national imaginaries, natural landscapes, and postcolonial 

politics in messy and unequal ways. Specifically, tracing Iceland’s making as an 

infrastructural intermediary, they will engage the many valences of technological 

compromise. In telling these stories, I am indebted to Pétur, whose work is my model 

for living amidst unfolding histories; for making good use of what we find around us; 

and for leaving something better behind. 
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Figure 10: Seyðisfjörður harbor, November, 2015 (Photo by Alix Johnson) 
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Interlude: The Reykjanes Peninsula 
 

It is by now a trope in the travel writing about Iceland to describe the landscape that 

meets you at the airport as something akin to the surface of the moon.  Indeed, it can 

be hard to wrap your head around it: to decide whether the vast expanse is beautiful 

or barren, cold and unnerving or peaceful and serene.  From the tarmac you see 

mountains, but not very tall ones. Instead, it is mostly lava on all sides: more dramatic 

boulders clustered close to the water, and flatter fields further inland.  When the 

weather is wet but not yet freezing, they are blanketed by a near-fluorescent layer of 

moss.  In the winter, the land ripples and dimples under snow. Such terrain attests to 

constant motion: fissures and ravines widen in real-time as the North American and 

Eurasian tectonic plates drift apart. More than one of my interlocutors pick up on the 

poetic potential: Tómas, a young man of Icelandic and American parentage, says the 

shifting ground has subtler impacts: “the people here rub together, too.” Most 

accounts of Iceland that start at the airport quickly whisk the reader away – into the 

capitol city or out to the countryside. But the coming chapters are rooted in the 

region, on the Reykjanes peninsula on Iceland’s southwestern coast.  

Reykjanes is a slim peninsula on Iceland’s far southwest side. It takes less 

than an hour to drive around it, even on narrow two-lane highways and meandering 

coastal gravel roads. Small towns accrete every few miles along the coastline, 

Reykjanesbaer being the largest of these. With its own school, swimming pool, 

mechanic shop and bakery; concert hall, Domino’s Pizza, and handful of bars, 

Reykjanesbaer is active enough during the daytime, but lacks either the pulsing 
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rhythm of Reykjavík and a rural town’s quieter pace. In today’s tourist boom, a few 

travelers wind up here, then mill around in their bright rain gear usually looking 

confused. Not a real city but not comfortably countryside, Reykjanes leaves many 

visitors feeling out of place. But the unsure-ness of footing many feel in this region is 

best legible in light of its infrastructural history: over the course of its oldest 

residents’ lifetimes, Reykjanes was transformed from a small string of fishing 

villages, to a Cold War American naval surveillance base, to the site of sprawling 

data center development. Thus while Icelanders in the capital tend to see Reykjanes 

as a backwater, and outsiders tend to see it as a place to pass through, the coming 

chapters consider Reykjanes as a site of dense connection, and intimate encounter 

across difference. In tracing the region’s shifting technical connections, they consider 

how those closest to these active junctures made sense – and made the most – of 

being in between.  

Last but not least how should the reader envision Reykjanes? Picture it split 

across a highway. On one side, lower and closer to the water, is a town of roughly 

15,000. A couple of main roads bustle with businesses, while residential areas branch 

off to the side. A harbor punctuates the coastline, elsewhere patrolled by Arctic terns. 

The design scheme in town is somewhat austere and angular; most architecture is 

squat and square. Evidence of a recent boom-bust cycle is visible in the high-end 

apartment buildings that stand empty by the shore. But still, the light here has a 

quality of brightness that makes bold the colors of the birds, boats, houses, and cars.  
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On the other side of that highway is a plateau that rises sharply and overlooks 

the town below. It has not been a military base for twelve years now, but it still, as in 

spite of itself, retains its shape. There are checkpoints, water towers, barracks, and a 

baseball field. There is an officers’ club, an elementary school, and a hamburger joint. 

But subtly interspersed amidst these remainders, there is now a growing collection of 

data centers which – despite their relative technical advancement – in their 

deliberately low profile, blend right in. The following chapters, based here in 

Reykjanes, will build from that past to this present, and trace lines of infrastructure, 

interest and influence back and forth across that road.  

       

 

Figure 11: Map of Reykjanes peninsula (Image reproduced from Visit Reykjanes) 
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Figure 12: View of Reykjanesbær from the highway between town and base (Photo 
by Alix Johnson) 
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 Chapter Two: The Secret Cable 
 

In 1966, a slim copper cable was quietly laid into the harbor at Hafnir, a small fishing 

village on the western side of Reykjanes. That cable, trailing gently down the coastal 

shelf to the seafloor, was linked on one end to a small, unmarked station, and on the 

other to a series of hydrophones: microphones capable of detecting pressure changes 

underwater, and registering them as pulses of electricity. This subtle, subterranean 

presence meant that the Sound Surveillance System (SOSUS) had arrived in 

Reykjanes. SOSUS was a vast network of hydrophones and listening stations built by 

the U.S. to track Soviet submarines. The system worked by triangulation: underwater 

hydrophones collected sound data, which was processed in onshore Naval Facilities 

stations, and sent back to evaluation centers in the U.S. where trajectories were 

calculated with complementary arrays (Howard 2011). First tested in 1951 off the 

Bahamian island of Eleutheria, it was expanded over the next decade up and down the 

North American coasts. In the 1960s, overseas installations were added, including in 

the North Cape, the Sea of Okhotsk, and the so-called GIUK gap: the North Atlantic 

sea space between Greenland, Iceland, and the U.K. Throughout the Cold War, 

twenty-two such stations operated on coastlines all around the world (Polmar and 

Moore 2004).  

The strength of SOSUS was to be its totality: mirroring and making use of the 

U.S. strategy of base-building, SOSUS was built to encircle the world. And yet: as a 

specifically global system, SOSUS was implemented at outposts around it. Its 

presence there was equally productive – albeit of very different effects. In this chapter 
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I trace the development of Naval Air Station Keflavík (NASKEF), the military base 

that hosted SOSUS on the Reykjanes Peninsula. During the Cold War, Iceland was 

positioned as a strategic outpost, a U.S. bastion built between the East and the West. 

The effects of this middle-position were focused and felt in Reykjanes, where 

residents worked out what it meant to be in-between. I suggest that SOSUS, the secret 

surveillance system on its shoreline, is one exemplary interface for this activity, for 

negotiating Icelanders’ and Americans’ proximity. The peace between them was 

made in the idiom of secrecy – although as we will see, that meant different things to 

either side. Tracking Icelanders’ and Americans’ differing modes of attention to 

SOSUS, and their uneven, often occluded, encounters across its secrecy, I argue that 

SOSUS was a site where Icelanders explored the promise and potential of being in-

between.  

 

An Arctic Outpost 

On May 10 of 1940, residents of Reykjavík witnessed a little-known British 

invasion. After twice trying and failing to secure base rights in Iceland, British forces 

decided to simply show up onshore. Diplomats were received graciously enough by 

the government – with no standing army, what else could they do – and officials 

made terse and tight-lipped appeals to the public to welcome the British soldiers as 

“guests” (Hálfdanarson 2011). A year later, however, British troops were needed 

elsewhere, so the United States took their place on the island for the war. By 1943, 

45,000 troops were stationed in Iceland, threatening to outnumber civilians in 
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Reykjavík (Eydal 2006, 7). This arrangement was hastily ratified in a bilateral 

defense treaty whose stated intention was defending Iceland against an anticipated 

German advance. But if anyone doubted the benefits of such protection – and many, 

including both Nationalists and Socialists did – significant trade incentives sweetened 

the deal (Ingimundarsson 2011).  

At that time, the Allies built a transportation platform on a then-unoccupied 

plateau in Reykjanes – then a sleepier and much more sparsely populated peninsula, 

with fishing villages dotted up and down the coast. The station refueled planes flying 

between the U.S. and Europe (a distance too far then to travel on one tank), and was 

only meant to last as long as the war. But at the end of the war the U.S. was already 

looking Eastward, and Iceland, halfway across the Atlantic to the Soviet Union, 

appeared an especially strategic site. On threat maps drawn during this period, the 

North Atlantic island is situated in the middle. It is right on the route it was feared a 

nuclear bomb could travel; on the path it was worried Communism could spread. 

While no longer technically necessary as a fueling station, Iceland’s position offered 

new advantages, poised on the hinge of a bipolar world. So the U.S. pushed for a new 

defense treaty that would secure it more permanent basing rights. This proposal faced 

significant popular and parliamentary resistance. Iceland, after all, had just declared 

independence from Denmark12, and few were eager to enter into another allegiance 

that would tie the nation so tightly to another foreign power. By 1949 however, 
																																																								
12 Some historians suggest this declaration was made possible by the alliance on the table with the U.S. 
Valur Ingimundarsson, for example,  has documented how Icelandic politicians negotiated with the 
U.S. over the date they would declare a republic – and expect recognition in exchange for continued 
talks (2011). One of my interlocutors, Atli, described the situation as Icelandic independence under 
“the shield of the U.S.”  
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political winds were shifting, and parliament voted to join the NATO as a non-

military ally. It did so over popular protests so strenuous the U.S. made contingency 

plans in case of a Communist coup (Ingimundarsson 2011). In 1951, after the North 

Korean invasion of South Korea, the Icelandic government came back to base 

negotiations with the U.S. The resulting agreement established the Iceland Defense 

Force: a unit of American and NATO soldiers stationed in Iceland, meant to shield it 

from (or, depending on one’s perspective: use it as a shield against13) the East (Eydal 

2006).   

 

    

Figure 13: “GIUK” gap, perceived as a pivotal corridor in the Cold War (Image 
reproduced from U.S. Naval Institute) 

																																																								
13 The base was sometimes referred to as “the magnet station” (seglustöð), implying it would attract an 
attack 
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A bare-bones airfield had been enough for Iceland’s role as fueling platform 

in the Second World War. But if the island was to serve as a  bastion in the North 

Atlantic, a stronghold against the advance of the East, the base would have to be 

made more permanent, too. So contractors extended runways and updated facilities, 

transforming the plateau into a place where up to 5,000 American servicepeople 

could live. This meant building baseball fields and bowling alleys, alongside control 

towers and armories. It meant arranging living quarters into “simulacra of suburbia” 

(Gillem 2007), with barracks wrapped around cul-de-sacs and barbecues in 

backyards. Such structures echoed military place-making elsewhere, the infrastructure 

of everyday Americana then seen as integral to the effective making of war (Vine 

2009). These efforts would transform Reykjanes in the coming decades, building its 

plateau into the kind of “complicated micro-world” (Enloe 2014, 126) the U.S. was 

then busily deploying around the world.  

 David Vine has documented the emergence of the “strategic island concept,” a 

Cold War tactic by which the military aimed to acquire “remote colonial islands,” as 

their use for American bases would “entail the least political headaches” (Stu Barber 

quoted in Vine 2009, 42). It was in line with this thinking that Bikini Atoll was made 

into a nuclear test site; that Diego Garcia was forcefully depopulated and built into a 

military facility later used as a “black site” for detainees (Vine 2009). In this calculus, 

as in that of the Danish telegraph described previously, Iceland again occupied an 

awkward position. On the one hand, Iceland was a small North Atlantic island with a 
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population around 150,000; it had been a dependency for over 600 years. On the other 

hand, the island was now fully sovereign (such that it could no longer be purchased 

outright). Perhaps even more importantly its inhabitants were white and Western, and 

thus more likely to inspire international outrage if they were not treated well. As 

Catherine Lutz has demonstrated in the case of Fayetteville, North Carolina, the 

accessibility of a place to American military exploitation is strongly linked to its 

“’race’, ethnicity, nationality, numerical strength, and economic and political power” 

(2001, 26-27). Thus despite the blatant and brutal power differential between Iceland 

and the United States (that is to say: Iceland’s practical inability to refuse them 

access), the Allies would proceed here with relative caution: while the initial British 

occupation had been established in “flagrant violation of international law” 

(Ingimundarsson 2011, 12), further developments would be negotiated and sometimes 

hard-fought. 

From the start, American presence was controversial in Iceland – it is referred 

to by most as an “occupation” to this day. As the base was built up and made even 

more visible, it became a symbol of the new nation’s contentious ties14. But with the 

base, Iceland received an influx of capital so spectacular that World War II is still 

sometimes referred to as blessað stríðið, translated by Historian Guðmundur 

																																																								
14 Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, the Socialist Party took a vocal position against basing 
arrangements with the U.S. It was sharply critical of the 1945 agreement that granted landing rights, 
describing it as “treason” and capitulation to “U.S. imperialists” (Ingimundarsson 2011, 24). This 
debate also marked the start of popular base protests, which solidified into an anti-war movement in 
the coming years (Samtök herstöðvarandstæðinga, literally “anti-base association”).	
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Hálfanarson as “the beloved war”15 (Hálfdanarson 2011). In 1939, Iceland was the 

poorest nation in Northern Europe; by 1945, after an infusion of Marshall Aid money 

(despite having no destruction to repair) it had one of the continent’s highest per 

capita GDPs (Ingimundarsson 2011). According to historian Guðmundur 

Hálfdanarson, it was this wartime alliance that allowed Iceland’s newly independent 

republic to succeed (2011). Meanwhile, the Icelandic government knew that it was 

needed, and used the threat of trade deals with the Soviet Union to negotiate better 

terms with the U.S. The Allies resented their outpost’s equanimity, but gritted their 

teeth and compromised, in 1956 countering a Soviet offer with a much more lucrative 

NATO loan. The U.S. then cut Iceland out of military communications – but also 

built the island a profitable concrete plant (Ingimundarsson 2011).  

 

																																																								
15 “Beloved War” is Hálfdanarson’s translation. It should be noted, however, that “blessaður” can also 
have more ambiguous meanings, including referring to something complicated and difficult, or to 
something you owe thanks to (but do not necessarily like). Thanks for this insight to Kristín 
Loftsdóttir, personal communication, April 18, 2018.  
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Figure 14: Aerial view of expanding NASKEF, 1956 (Eydal 2006) 

 

          

Figure 15: New barracks and neighborhoods on NASKEF (Eydal 2006) 
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In the early years of the Cold War, then, Iceland was established as an 

intermediary, strategically positioned between “East” and “West.” It had no choice in 

this arrangement, outmatched as it was by the United States’ military force. But far 

from passive in the process, the Icelandic government used its middle position to 

profit from the Allied military effort, converting its geophysical in-between-ness into 

the leverage of the broker, the mediator, the hinge (de Vries 2002). In doing so, it 

quarantined the bulk of military action in Reykjanes16: far enough from the capital to 

weigh less pressingly on its population, but close enough to keep an eye. Here as 

elsewhere, then, the base was established “on the political margins of national 

territory” (McCaffrey 2002, 9-10), a tactic meant to minimize disruptions to the most 

populous city, and to those with the power to effectively protest. It is likely that 

NASKEF’s location in Reykjanes did help keep its politics quieter. But as the base 

took on a more permanent presence – and one of its key functions shifted out of the 

sky and under the sea – Reykjanes residents developed a relationship to its 

infrastructure independent of state interests; a relationship that was all their own. 

 

The “Secret Cable” 

If during the Second World War Iceland had been imagined as a landfall, a fueling 

station on the way to or from the war, the Cold War’s different operational logic 

demanded that the island play another role. In 1961, reflecting the emerging 

																																																								
16 At the height of the Cold War there were eleven military facilities in Iceland, including radar 
stations on all four corners of the island, and small naval installations at Hvalfjörður and 
Seydðisfjörður. NASKEF was the largest, most active, and most permanent. 
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importance of maritime strategy, the Navy replaced the Air Force in command of the 

base on Reykjanes (Eydal 2006, 25). While air operations continued at NASKEF, its 

focus over the following decades turned undersea. For its role as a sonar listening 

station, the base is now known as having once been “the anti-submarine surveillance 

capital of the world” (Eydal 2006, 34). 

While hydrophone technology had been used since the late 19th century, 

devastating U-boat campaigns in the First World War convinced the Allies to turn 

them toward military use. The subsequent development of sonar – sound navigation 

and ranging - would be the first large-scale, organized collaboration between 

American civilian and naval scientists (Hackman 1986). By the end of the Second 

World War, sonar’s use was still limited, but the Allied navies considered it the future 

of maritime defense. So in the postwar years, with relationships between commercial 

and military research solidified, scientists returned to basic research. To advance their 

ability to hear underwater, they studied the ocean as a medium of sound. They 

mapped regional gradations in depth and temperature that impacted the propagation 

of pressure waves. They catalogued submarines’ sound profiles, right down to the 

onboard machinery that let listeners detect the “acoustic fingerprints” of specific 

models and even, sometimes, specific ships (Howard 2011). Among their discoveries 

was the so-called SOFAR channel, a stratum of ocean sandwiched between deep 

(cold) and surface (warm) water, which had the effect of slowing the speed of sound 

(Shiga 2015). This meant that a detection system situated in this channel could follow 

sound waves over a much longer range – a feature later found to be used by singing 
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whales. In the 1950s American scientists started assembling these components into 

SOSUS: a comprehensive system spanning the globe (Weir 2006). 

Though SOSUS emerged from a long legacy of sonar research, the Cold 

War’s schema of global conflict gave it specific shape. Rather than mobile, on-vessel 

transducers, SOSUS was deliberately centralized. Mirroring (and making use of) the 

American strategy of base-building, sonar surveillance was meant to encircle the 

globe. Such intentions are reflective of particular imaginaries, what Paul Edwards has 

called the “closed world.” In such a schema the globe was imagined as a bounded 

space of total conflict; a single field to be known and controlled. Edwards suggests 

that this “closed world” vision was enabled by technological infrastructures: if the 

Cold War project was a global aspiration, the operation of surveillance systems, 

simulations, and “smart” weapons offered the means, as well as the metaphors, for 

achieving it (Edwards 1996). SOSUS was one among many such infrastructures that 

seemed to put within reach the prospect of seeing, knowing, and winning the world 

(Shiga 2015). 

 In recent years, anthropology and adjacent disciplines have situated 

infrastructures as political terrain. As material objects charged with evocative 

resonance, infrastructures are powerful relays for the imagination and instruments for 

the effecting of power. Rudolf Mrázek offers examples of such conduction in 

Engineers of Happy Land, following the implementation of late-colonial technology 

in Indonesia (1992). New roads’ smoothness and hardness, he suggests, was 

evocative of Dutchness – in contrast to the local environment, seen as murky and soft. 
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Evenly-spaced railroad ties made of shiny new metals embodied the uniform extent of 

colonial control. For Mrázek the experience of these infrastructures made for a felt 

sense of the Dutch empire’s reach and power. In the same vein, Christina Schwenkel 

has argued that Vietnam’s post-war government employed “spectacular” displays of 

water infrastructures to perform the successes of socialist modernity (2015), and 

Catherine Fennell has showed how dwindling heat in Chicago public housing makes 

tangible to tenants the retrenchment of the American welfare state (2011). Through its 

material instantiations, then, infrastructure can serve the symbolic, or “poetic” 

(Larkin 2013) projects of state, colonial, and imperial control – as well as illuminate 

their failures and lacks. In what follows I wish to situate SOSUS in this lineage, as an 

impactful presence that communicated power in Reykjanes. However, its operation 

here was not straightforward: as a deliberately concealed, clandestine infrastructure, 

interactions with it were mediated by secrecy.  

 
*** 

 

The first time I hear about SOSUS is in Reykjavík, when Benedikt, a veteran 

employee of Iceland’s major telecommunications provider, accidentally lets it slip. In 

the conference room of his company’s office, he is showing me a map of the world’s 

fiber-optics – a Mercator projection crisscrossed by colored lines – and then he says 

“not all cables are on the map.” I raise an eyebrow and he tells me, as a for-instance, 

that the Americans built a “secret cable” in Iceland to spy on Russian submarines. 

Benedikt shrugs me off when I press him about it: the project was classified, “no one 
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knows anything else.” Benedikt’s perspective is echoed by the records: the SOSUS 

network was considered top secret, and until 1991 it was always officially denied17. 

Even today, its historians lament the lack of crucial archives, while crediting its 

secrecy for its success (Weir 2006). But the secret of SOSUS was also kept for other 

reasons. In Iceland (as in other American outposts), political winds shifted during the 

Vietnam War. Nationalist arguments against the base were being bolstered by a 

growing anti-militarist movement, and NASKEF seemed built on unsteady ground. 

SOSUS, which fashioned Iceland as a node in the U.S. military network, would have 

highlighted the island’s integration into the superpower’s aims. Its revelation easily 

could have triggered a scandal that threatened already controversial base rights. So 

for the sake of military efficacy, as well as political optics, the presence of SOSUS in 

Iceland was kept quiet.  

But when I get back to Reykjanes, where I am living, the so-called “secret 

cable” starts cropping up everywhere. Arnar, a mechanic, tells me he serviced the 

station. A fellow university student, Guðmundur, says his uncle helped lay the cable 

in the ground. Kristján, a scientist at the fisheries union, tells me local trawlers knew 

to avoid it with their ships. The openness of the secret here fast becomes apparent: 

SOSUS may have been officially confidential, but for people in Reykjanes it was easy 

to see.  

																																																								
17 SOSUS was installed under the unclassified cover story “Project Caesar,” which claimed to be 
conducting oceanographic surveys to monitor ocean currents, temperature, and salinity. Training 
exercises in nearby Norway were conducted to distract when the cable was laid. (Weir 2006). 
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That locals knew much more than allowed or expected isn’t such a big 

surprise. Such leaks are well-documented in military contexts, where an ethic of 

secrecy reaches wider than practices of privacy can be maintained (Masco 2010). The 

question here is not why everyone knew about SOSUS - or even how they came to 

know what they did – instead I am interested in why their extensive knowledge never 

turned into the scandal anticipated on both sides. SOSUS was plainly visible in 

Reykjanes, but for some reason wasn’t seen from outside. In contrast to what 

Icelandic leftists would have hoped for, and the American Navy would have feared, 

why did knowledge of SOSUS never leave Reykjanes? I take up this question by 

considering SOSUS from the perspective of its American operators and its Icelandic 

employees. By probing these encounters on both sides of SOSUS, I suggest that it 

staged a productive conversation that managed to mean different things to either side. 

 

Intermediary Encounters 

From SOSUS’ hydrophones embedded in the sea floor, its cables carried 

signals into Naval Facilities stations onshore. There electrical pulses picked up by the 

transmitters were channeled through recording devices called lofargrams: sloped 

stands that kept rolls of carbon paper in constant motion under actuators, translating 

acoustic signals as visual signs18. Their output was yards, miles, of lines tracing 

																																																								
18 In its continuous operation and networked organization, SOSUS may today be recognizable as an 
early form of Andrejevic’s “drone logic”: a move (including but not limited to drone apparatuses) to 
extend the senses, “saturate” time and space (through continuous and omnipresent attention), automate 
data collection, and automate response (2016, 23). I suggest that the view from Reykjanes both 
validates and pushes this perspective, as SOSUS embodies the infrastructural impulse toward pre-
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sound waves: their shape and thickness recording patterns and deviations, 

distinguishing submarines from background ocean noise. But while recording had 

been effectively automated (with the help of AT&T, Western Electric, and Bell 

Labs), interpretation remained a stubbornly human task (Shiga 2015). Naval scientists 

found that discerning submarine movement was a matter of training, temperament, 

and skill.  

Operators, or “Ocean Technicians” (OTs) were trained in intensive several-

month sessions before being deployed to SOSUS stations around the world. Their 

primary challenge was learning to read lofargrams as visual representations of 

undersea sound. Distinguishing potential threats from regular input required practice, 

quick judgment, and an “artistic eye” (Weir 2006, 9). Colorblind service people, for 

example, were especially valuable, as their vision made them more sensitive to 

contour and outline. Trainees memorized differences between the “sound signatures” 

of known submarines, while also learning to identify potential threats yet unknown. 

Such objects had to be differentiated reliably from marine mammals, surface vessels, 

oil rigs, and even errant vibrations off of aircraft in the sky. OTs did so using clues 

including the frequency and intensity of signals (represented by the spacing and 

thickness of lines), the location in the ocean (for example, known transit corridors), 

and the time of day (submarines charged their batteries at night). Instilling such 

practical, actionable knowledge took longer than the Navy had anticipated – 

according to veteran analyst Captain Jim Donovan, with whom I corresponded by 

																																																																																																																																																														
emption, at the same time it signals the human limits to automation and illustrates the relevance of a 
range of perspectives beyond “operator” and “target.”  
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email in 2016, becoming a “real expert” took between eight and fourteen years. 

“Expertise,” after all, was more than technical proficiency: it was a matter of 

contextual and embodied interaction with a specific local environment. Over the 

lifespan of the program, 1,800 OTs were trained into this intimate experience of the 

sea (Weir 2006).  

 

     

Figure 16: Rows of lofargrams in a NAVFAC station. Ocean technicians would walk 
between rows of lofargrams, monitoring read-outs in real time (Photo by Capt. Jim 

Donovan) 
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Figure 17: Actuator read-out from a lofargram machine. Black lines indicated the 
strength and frequency of sound waves, to determine the presence and movement of 

submarines (Photo by Capt. Jim Donovan) 
 
 

Once deployed to their NAVFAC stations OTs worked in eight-hour shifts, 

keeping machines running twenty-four hours a day. They walked continuously up and 

down rows of lofargrams, the machines in continuous motion, themselves. When an 

OT spotted a suspicious signal, he or she would summon a senior analyst to 

determine if it warranted a report. Threats judged substantial were coded numerically 

and sent back to the U.S. and up the chain of command (first by private teletype, later 

over confidential computer networks). At American bases, threat reports were pooled 

and triangulated into “submarine probability areas”: zones of activity marked for 

further investigation – and maybe, eventually, attack (Howard 2011).  

Captain Donovan served in the Sound Surveillance System from 1974 until 

2001, occupying in that time every operational position from Basic Acoustic Analyst 

to Commanding Officer. Several of these years he spent at NASKEF, which was 
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considered “prime duty” for ambitious OTs due to the high volume of Soviet traffic 

across the North Atlantic and Norwegian Sea. The work was never dull, Donovan 

says, though it was repetitive – OTs were expected to find and report threat contacts 

in ten minutes or less (a largely unrealistic expectation that kept analysts on their 

toes). Their practice was challenging, engaged, and agile; their knowledge 

experiential yet finely honed. Donovan’s moves up the chain of information, from 

reading recordings from hydrophone signals to coordinating the “prosecuting forces” 

on a “threat,” kept him happy in the program for twenty-one years.  

 SOSUS operators, then, were trained in a new art of listening that married 

sonar technology and human technique. Their practice made sonic signals mobile: 

from sound wave to lofargram to OT’s impression, to expert’s confirmation and 

official report. Such reports were compiled and read against one another, generating 

maps that indicated with reasonable confidence the type, location, and direction of a 

submarine. OTs’ practice, then, was geared toward making information actionable. 

Their careful connections, translations, and triangulations call to mind the 

phenomenon of “fact-making” as described by Latour, Woolgar, and Callon (1979, 

1984). In Laboratory Life, for example, Latour and Woolgar describe how scientific 

truths are constructed through inscriptive practices. Through chains of action and 

apparatuses, including tests, replications, and rhetorical positionings, claims gain the 

structure and permanence to “travel” until they eventually appear to stand on their 

own (1986). Likewise, OTs’ collected information was painstakingly stabilized into 
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an object that could then do work in the world. And in making their data into an 

object, they made it necessary and possible to hide.  

Within the Navy, SOSUS technicians were said to “live the secret”; they were 

unable even to discuss the program with their peers. Captain Donovan told his family 

he worked in a communications facility: “a true but not complete story,” as he says. 

So seriously was secrecy taken that Naval Facilities listening stations had the slogan 

“We serve in silence” emblazoned on their walls. SOSUS’ aim, after all, was to 

uncover and act upon information the other side kept expressly covert. Not 

surprisingly, this orientation toward information was projected onto others, too. They 

feared, for example, that given too much access, Icelanders would uncover their 

secret and expose their program. This attitude conditioned interactions with 

Icelanders: those working on NASKEF had to carry ID cards; they weren’t allowed to 

speak Icelandic at work. And American officers were stingy with explanations of why 

Icelandic contractors had to do what they did. Questions of any kind were regarded 

with suspicion: just what were they trying to uncover, to out? Iceland was meant to be 

an intermediary, after all, not a collaborator in making knowledge, or making it move. 

Donovan says: “We were concerned with any potential compromise of the mission 

with the local population - as we were with any country we operated in.” For 

Americans, then, secrecy was a deliberate act of exclusion, a mode of distancing and 

delimiting relationships. For Icelanders on Reykjanes however, I argue, secrecy 

worked as something else.  

 
*** 
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Despite the much insisted-upon secrecy of SOSUS, the system wasn’t 

operated by Americans alone. After the founding of Icelandic Prime Contractors 

(Ísklensir Aðalverktakar) in 1954 and Keflavík Contractors in 1957, Icelanders, 

mostly from the surrounding small towns of Reykjanes, managed the construction, 

maintenance, and expansion of the base (Eydal 2006). Icelanders were hired to drive 

the trucks, pour the concrete, connect the electricity, and file the paperwork that 

allowed NASKEF’s many wheels to turn. In Reykjanes I meet former contractors and 

fire fighters, electricians and engineers, all of whom started their careers on base. Not 

surprisingly, some of their intimate engagements with its infrastructure included the 

so-called “secret cable.” Arnar, a now middle-aged former mechanic, was one of 

those Icelanders who got close. 

 Arnar was born and raised in Hafnir, which he describes to me as “a few 

klicks” from the base. So close you could sneak under the fence to steal chewing 

gum; so close you could smell the fumes from the jets. Today, there are only about 

thirty houses in Hafnir; back then it would have been more like fifteen. Arnar started 

working on the base at eighteen years old; when it closed in 2006, he was the last 

mechanic to turn in his keys. We came to appreciate this kind of commitment in each 

other: Arnar was the first interlocutor to pursue me. After the local paper ran a blurb 

about my research, Arnar sent an email inviting me to talk. The following week he 

asked me to join his family at their summer house. Tucked away for the weekend at 

their cabin north of Selfoss, drinking beer as the fall fog closed in, he regaled me with 
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tall tales from his youth on the peninsula as his wife, son, and daughter-in-law egged 

him on.  

Back then he says, enjoying holding court for his captive audience, Reykjanes 

was like the Wild West. Arnar’s grandfather was sheriff of Hafnir, he tells me, and a 

singular character, they all agree. While the people never gave him any cause to use 

them, he used to carry two guns at all times to shoot mink. When the Air Force’s 

patrol planes started flying over the village, the sound vibrations scaring his quarry 

underground, he stood outside his house and shot salt pellets at the jets. Not long 

after, someone from the base came to confront him, and he didn’t deny it: he told him 

next time, he wouldn’t shoot salt. Impossibly, Arnar says, through all our laugher, the 

military actually changed their route – or at least they didn’t fly over his farm again. 

But those were the early days of NASKEF: different but complementary forms of 

lawlessness with enough physical and social space to co-exist.  

 SOSUS, when it came, signaled a different kind of presence. By this time, 

Icelanders were enrolled in the project of building American infrastructure and 

encounters with NASKEF tended to fit into this frame. For the Americans, the value 

of a SOSUS station in Iceland was its exact likeness to other stations around the 

world. It was Icelanders who were tasked with integrating the difference, building 

infrastructure into their specific terrain. They drove in from the towns along 

Reykjanes’ coastline to pave the runways and paint the barracks; later, to build the 

NAVFAC facility and lay the cable along the rocky coast. After that, they got called 

in to fix the facilities, check the cable from boats docked nearby, and sometimes 
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service faulty machinery. So of course, Arnar says, he knew about the “secret cable.” 

“It was top secret but it was also straight in view.”  

Arnar is someone I repeatedly ask to bum cigarettes, even though I’ve long 

since quit. He’s quick to laugh and easy to be around, but it’s more than that – he 

gives our talks a conspiratorial air. He is gleeful in delivering the dirt, the low-down. 

So, stretched out later around the living room, I eagerly press him about SOSUS 

secrecy. Surprising me, however, Arnar just shrugs. He acknowledges the base’s 

attempts at secrecy: “they wanted you to feel you were being observed.” He knows 

they kept tabs on “suspicious types” and took care of them, though says they mostly 

worried about smuggling back then. He even says that, on more than one occasion, 

soldiers shot at Icelanders who got too close to the wrong fence. But Arnar is the first 

and not the last to tell me: “People in Reykjanes knew about SOSUS, but they didn’t 

care.” Its purpose was pretty clear, he and others tell me, a cable that disappeared into 

the sea. The edges of this particular secret were evident, but evident in the way of a 

boulder or ravine: present, persistent, but not inciting inquiry. Residents of 

Reykjanes, Arnar’s family jostles to tell me, had plenty else to pay attention to.  

Rúna, less effusive but every bit as warm as her husband, recalls the 

unceasing cacophony of the base. The drone of jet engines was so constant, she tells 

me, you always put your phone conversations on hold. Their son Valur looks up from 

his laptop to remember laughing at his friends from Reykjavík, who came to visit and 

kept jumping at the cracks of planes’ sonic booms. In fact, he says, the noise at 

NASKEF was so pervasive that the national school exam, administered annually over 
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the radio, was specially recorded for the students of Reykjanes, who would never get 

an uninterrupted hour. But today these disruptions are remembered rather fondly. In 

Iceland, Rúna tells me, the smell of fish meal is sometimes called “the money smell” 

(peningalykt). The phrase is a wry wink toward the ways an export economy can lend 

anything a sensory appeal. On Reykjanes, the drone of jet planes is called “the money 

sound” (peningahljóð): an equally tongue-in-cheek recognition of the trade-offs 

offered by NASKEF. In addition to the trade incentives exchanged with the 

government, in Reykjanes the base offered residents beer and bubble gum; new 

brands of cigarettes, chocolate and pantyhose (these exchanges are addressed in detail 

in Chapter Three). The base also broadcast Armed Forces Radio, whose signal 

spanned only the Reykjanes region’s few miles. These daily broadcasts gave the 

peninsula early access to American news and music – many here still brag that 

Reykjanes produced the best rock bands. Today, uncanny echoes of these direct links 

linger: Reyknesingar men of a certain generation tend to speak English flawlessly but 

with a perceptible Western drawl. Today, over a decade since the base was 

decommissioned, the balance of energy has shifted back on Reykjanes. The towns 

near the water are far livelier than the eerily quiet base plateau; it is hard to imagine it 

being otherwise. But back then, Arnar and his family describe it as a center of energy: 

a place people were drawn to, from which they saw something to gain. 

As previously discussed, Reykjanes’ position in Iceland was and remains 

ambiguous. Neither urban center nor idyllic countryside, the peninsula fell outside the 

sphere of the prototypically or aspirationally “Icelandic.” This proximate 
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peripherality, after all, was how Reykjanes wound up with the base. But the presence 

of NASKEF, perched on its plateau above the peninsula, signaled a brand new 

opportunity: the possibility of centrality, cosmopolitanism, and importance, albeit by 

bypassing Iceland outright. As Iceland was made an American intermediary, it was 

Reykjanes that would work out the infrastructural effects. I am suggesting here that 

the secret of SOSUS was one site of negotiating what American proximity could 

mean.  

Repeatedly, in conversations with Icelanders from Reykjanes, I hear 

American military secrecy invoked to signal something else: not as a provocation to 

expose or uncover, but as proof in itself of the peninsula’s important role. The secrecy 

here meant that important things were happening, and Reyknesingar tend to position 

themselves as in on it. In doing so, the reimagine the place of Reykjanes: it may have 

been peripheral in Iceland, but it was also so pivotal as to be considered a confidential 

weapon in the American waging of the Cold War.  

Residents of Reykjanes, then, also amassed information in their encounters 

with the “secret cable.” Like American OTs they were attentive listeners who could 

trace the shape of the sonar network on their shores. This fact might point in the 

direction of the public secret - something like: “knowing what not to know” (Taussig 

1999). But this wasn’t quite the case on Reykjanes either: Reyknesingar did know and 

discuss the “secret cable,” but not in the hushed tones Americans would have 

expected, or in the expository manner the government feared. So while Americans 

sought out secret data, and in its transmission tried to keep it covert, Icelanders were 
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less interested in uncovering. They did not assemble their knowledge into actionable 

objects, capable of being concealed or exposed. They did not fabricate facts, as 

Latour and others have described (1986). And thus they did not “keep” SOSUS a 

secret: instead, they simply left their knowledge unassembled, recognizing the value 

in its veil of secrecy.  

If Americans framed their secrecy as an attempt at exclusion, Reyknesingar 

saw it as the invitation it could be. In choosing not to make their information 

actionable, Reyknesingar used its secrecy to do something else: to lay claim to the 

appealing middle position made available by the American base. In doing so, they 

chose to play the role of the prized technical relay rather than the unruly “local 

population.” They chose to be in on, rather than outside. For example, in one 

conversation with a Reyknesingar former logistics director, I asked about the sonar 

surveillance cable and his answer was: “We didn’t deny it” – his “we” spanning both 

the military and the Icelanders in town. Reyknesingar’s strategic disinterest, then, in 

uncovering the secret of SOSUS reflects a shrewd assessment of the flexibility and 

potential afforded by being positioned in-between. It afforded Icelanders on 

Reykjanes a measure of choice in the matter of how to engage an occupying force. 

This dynamic is one scholars of secrecy point to: that the content of the secret is often 

less relevant than the inciting, binding, magnifying effect of secrecy itself (Dean 

2002, Mahmud 2014, Simmel 1906). This is precisely how Reyknesingar saw it, and 

how word of the cable stayed in its place. The secret of SOSUS was indeed powerful, 
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but Reyknesingar rightly recognized that power as inhering not in any content, fact, 

or object, but rather in the practice of secrecy itself.  

 

Signal, Noise, and Secrecy  

 On a slushy November morning several months after “discovering” the secret 

cable, I drive from Reykjanes to Reykjavík. As usual, thanks to an errant storm 

system that spans the highway, the weather is worst along the way. But I eventually 

slide into the parking lot at ISAVIA, the company that manages Iceland’s air 

transport, and the current employer of Steini: the man who worked for decades as 

Icelandic PR person for the former NASKEF base. Steini comes to me recommended 

by many former base employees, a unique and enigmatic figure many Reyknesingar 

seem to feel will interest me. One longtime Reykjanes journalist laughs ruefully when 

he tells me that the day before the base closed, Steini lied about it straight to his face 

– of course the base wasn’t closing, he said evenly – but of course it was, and of 

course he knew. Today, the journalist doesn’t even hold it against him – Steini, he 

tells me, was just that good. When Steini comes out to the waiting room to meet me, I 

can see why he was well-suited to the job. He has steely blue eyes and craggy 

features; he is sharply attired in a checked shirt and gold watch. His demeanor, when 

he meets me, is openly appraising, but he consents to “briefing” me and leads me to a 

meeting room. The old base, he says, Steini says, was full of flying rumors and no 

one was positioned to know what really went on there – no one, he says, “except for 

me.”  
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 Steini was raised in Aðalvík, a quiet cove in Iceland’s West Fjörds that today 

forms part of a nature reserve. But then it was the site of an American radar station, at 

which Steini’s father worked. As a boy, he grew up staring up at that station – living 

in its shadow. This position appears to have galled and incited him: he became 

determined to understand “the system,” why the military was here and what it was 

that they did. So he embarked on an extensive and expansive research project, piecing 

together his own and others’ experiences with whatever records he could find. His 

rigorous investigation eventually brought him into contact with the military 

information office. They must have found him as formidable as I do, because they 

offered him the position of Public Affairs Officer on base.  

 In this role, Steini’s job was “maintaining relations”: in addition to hosting 

tours for foreign dignitaries and Reykjavík officials, he also published the base paper, 

White Falcon, which claimed to combat “false stories” with “facts.” Reading White 

Falcon, you get a sense of its strategy: a steady barrage of feel-good portraits and 

benign updates that through their very volume seem to preclude the existence of 

stones unturned. Steini is clear that this wasn’t propaganda (that was a separate office 

of the Embassy, he says). “There was never any secrecy,” he tells me, very straight-

faced, about what the armed forces did. But instead, he explains that he framed 

stories, juxtaposed them, timed them. Everything, he tells me, was “true and correct.” 

But “there was always more information than what was put out… there was no reason 

to tell the whole story, right away.” If local media didn’t understand the basics, it was 

because they didn’t care to – favoring instead “a political approach.” But when I ask 
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Steini specific questions about SOSUS, drawing on the observations shared with me 

in Reykjanes, I can tell he is at least mildly impressed by what I know.  

 

 

Figure 18: Front page of NASKEF paper, White Falcon, August 9, 1985 

 

Steini Eydal’s orientation toward NASKEF secrecy – very much like the man 

himself – seems to walk a fine, faint, plausibly deniable line between the two modes 

of knowing I have described here. Like the American OTs, he is proud of and 

practiced in amassing, managing, and manipulating data. But like the Icelanders 

living on Reykjanes, he knows that withholding it isn’t his only way to intervene. 
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Instead, he frankly disavows “secrecy” for the much more labile terrain of 

discernment. He forces open a space between the fact of a thing and its knowing. He 

emphasizes (for example, in his contrast to Reykjanes local media) the practice of 

choosing to know. It is this orientation I wish to consider in the remaining pages of 

this chapter.  

 As I have argued, during the Cold War, Iceland was built into an intermediary 

position: the NASKEF base made it a relay in the American military machine. Mid-

way between East and West, Iceland was well-suited to monitoring movements across 

the active GIUK gap. Quietly, the island became a “silent sentinel,” a largely 

unrecognized ally in the surveillance of Soviet submarines (Howard 2011). The bulk 

of this development took place on the Reykjanes peninsula, and it was here that the 

effects of intermediarity were felt. I have suggested that it is across this infrastructure 

that Icelanders and Americans negotiated their proximity. In their everyday relations 

to the surveillance system SOSUS, each acquired and theorized information; each 

imagined who was on the other side. Secrecy mediated these imaginations, but while 

Americans deployed secrecy to defend against the local population, Icelanders 

maintained its pretense as a way of building ties: to claim an affinity with the 

American occupiers, or at least make the most of their position in between. The 

secrecy of SOSUS created a kind of complicity: Reyknesingar didn’t exactly keep 

American secrets, but they simply chose not to make them at all. Anthropologists 

have long theorized secrecy’s potential to create affiliations and bind self-conscious 

societies (Barth 1975, Gusterson 1996, Simmel 1906); they have equally noted its 
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power to exclude (Jones 2014, Mahmud 2014, Murphy 1980). On Reykjanes, the 

secrecy of SOSUS worked both ways; a murky interface that offered multiple points 

of attachment, and allowed for the close if uneven coexistence between Americans 

and Icelanders on the base.  

One of secrecy’s many ironies is its need for public performance. As Michael 

Herzfeld has argued, “If privacy is so total as to be invisible, it has no semiotic force 

at all” (2009, 145). Secret infrastructure concretizes this sharp edge of secrecy: covert 

networks may be camouflaged, but always threaten to expose. This matter of 

visibility has been a persistent concern in infrastructure studies. Susan Leigh Star’s 

seminal article on the ethnography of infrastructure characterized it as “normally 

invisible,” noticed only in moments of breakdown or decay (1999). Others have since 

challenged this conception, arguing that such an experience of infrastructure is 

particular to the Global North – elsewhere, infrastructure is routinely felt in its 

dysfunction, or highlighted as a monument to modernity (Hetherington 2016, Larkin 

2008, Schwenkel 2015). Finally, recent contributions address the question of 

infrastructure that is literally and deliberately submerged. Lisa Parks, for example, 

characterizes the camouflage of antenna trees as an effort to work around 

communication politics. By blending into the background, they also invisibilize 

questions about public health and property that citizens have raised (Parks 2009). 

Asta Vonderau, likewise, describes the tactics of “corporate invisibility” that keeps 

the Facebook data center in Sweden relatively out of the public eye. Its deliberately 

plain appearance, and lack of logos or signage, work to make industry externalities 
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disappear (Vonderau 2017). These valuable studies tend to take the perspective of the 

people supposedly served by infrastructures hidden from view. The implication is that 

hidden infrastructures hurt the population, making them less equipped to shape their 

politics19. The implication is that such infrastructures should be exposed. But at close 

range, SOSUS wasn’t hidden. It was perfectly legible, given familiarity with local 

landscapes, hands-on infrastructural experience, and social connections through 

which information was shared. The situated conspicuousness of this infrastructure 

signals two related points on which I wish to close. First, the mode of the visual is 

pervasive, but limited in accounting for secrecy. Second, there is much more to do 

with secrecy than just conceal or reveal. Both, I suggest, are questions of signal and 

noise. 

Much like that of infrastructure, it is striking how visual the language of 

secrecy itself can be: uncovering and unmasking; revelation and exposé. As Taussig 

argues in Defacement: Public Secrecy and the Labor of the Negative, secrecy is 

linked to appearance, mimesis, faciality (1992). The visual conjures certain 

metaphors of concealment and revelation, ill-suited to the situation on Reykjanes. 

While SOSUS was certainly made inconspicuous, as Arnar said it was “straight in 

view.” It was “secret” only because visual cues and contextual knowledge were not 

assembled; were not made to matter or to move. In this case, “listening” might make 

a better metaphor for understanding how secrecy worked on Reykjanes. Recall the 
																																																								
19 An important exception to this tendency is Shaylih Muehlmann’s forthcoming chapter “Clandestine 
Infrastructures,” which examines illicit networks built for drug trafficking in Mexico. Here 
functionality relies upon the invisibility, or “doubling” (multiple purpose) of infrastructure. In that 
case, as in this one, the clandestine nature of infrastructure allows for certain possibilities – while also 
unevenly distributing harm and risk. 
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embodied, relational process of OTs spying on Soviet submarines; recall the 

cacophony that Rúna says surrounded NASKEF, and the work of converting it into a 

currency that could be used. Both are practices of distinguishing meaningful input 

(signal) from background, distraction, or interference (noise). Both sides made these 

daily decisions differently, attuning their attention toward different ends.  

Listening is a learned, directed, and mediated practice (Sterne 2003). 

Listening technologies condense, record, and amplify, but even unaided hearing 

involves transduction, as the human ear transforms vibrations into the meaningful 

movement of small bones (Helmreich 2007). Technical and biological mediators 

work intimately with ideologies, aesthetic preferences, and ethical dispositions 

(Hirschkind 2001). And most importantly for my purposes, listening highlights 

relationality – the entanglements between ourselves and others that shape just how 

and what we know. All considered, then, listening is highly selective: attending to one 

thing means tuning another out. In Secrets and Truths, Katherine Verdery ventures:  

To think about secrecy is a conceptual challenge, rather like trying to theorize 
silence: how can we think about an absence? Silence can reflect many things: 
a willful suppression, or a simple lack of anything to say, or a lack of 
conviction that one is entitled to have something to say, or the presence of a 
doxa or hegemonic ideology that makes some things unthinkable/unsayable. 
The silence itself does not tell us which of these options to explore" (2014, 
79).  

 
Thinking in the mode of the aural, rather than the visual, affords us more options in 

the face of a silence. Operating outside the figures of presence versus absence, 

listening might evoke a range of possibilities by which some information gets 

assembled and some information is left undone. 
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If secrecy is a deliberate silence, scandal is a silence made to reverberate. But 

neither movement is automatic or natural: each takes its own kind of social work. We 

too often assume that what is unsaid is being hidden, and that what is being hidden is 

worth being exposed (Simmel 1906). In fact, only sometimes does absence incite 

investigation. Revelation is one of many ways of relating to secrecy. Lilith Mahmud, 

for example, has documented the practices of “discretion” shared by Italian 

freemasons: “embodied practices that simultaneously conceal and reveal valued 

knowledge” (2014, 28). These performances, including gestures, garments, and 

carefully managed conversations, bridge the apparent paradox between Freemasons’ 

penchant for secrecy and simultaneous claims to transparency. “With the use of 

discretion,” Mahmud argues, “Freemasons could learn to see a second version of 

reality superimposed over the existing one, neither concealed nor explicit” (2014, 31) 

[emphasis my own]. The incompleteness of Masonic secrecy is what makes it a 

resource, a shared space, and sometimes a thrill. In a related vein, Michael Taussig 

has argued that secrecy’s outsiders are not simply excluded from its scope. 

Describing women who “must not know but in fact do ‘know’ a good deal” about 

exclusively male initiation rites, Taussig calls their predicament “active unknowing” 

(2006, 356). They too partake in secrecy consciously and deliberately, even as it 

writes them out. Secrecy, then, is capable of conditioning responses beyond exposure, 

and exposure is by no means the most powerful move. As Andrew Mathews argues in 

his account of official knowledge in Mexican forestry agencies, the link between 

knowledge and power is not as direct as many (most notably, Weber and Foucault) 
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have presumed. He illustrates how officials also cultivate and deploy ignorance (for 

example, of “illegal” fires) in order to gain symbolic capital and maintain their 

relative, relational control (2005). While Mathews’ account speaks specifically to 

state power, his more general unsettling of the common sense of power/knowledge, 

and re-thinking of opacity not as shortcoming but strategic resource, lends conceptual 

tools to the conditions on Reykjanes. 

 On Reykjanes, I have argued, local participation in SOSUS’ secret was a way 

of relating to the American base. Built without their consent into a middle-position, 

Reyknesingar made use of what they had: the thick thatch of secrecy surrounding “the 

cable,” which Reyknesingar chose not to make secret at all. Instead, they developed 

their proximity to the Americans to make the most of intermediarity. From a 

perspective that privileges covert information, the absence of revelation on Reykjanes 

might look like naivité, apathy, or “selling out.” Instead, I suggest, Reyknesingar 

attended to the sense of secrecy, and found a way to bend it to their own ends: leaning 

into it to claim a meaningful proximity to the American power drastically 

transforming their backyards. They took it as an invitation and the means to its 

acceptance. This strategic disinterest – sending signal from the noise of secrecy – is a 

less-considered modality by which infrastructures evoke felt senses of power. Here it 

was as active and impactful as any exposure would have been. Through it, 

Reyknesingar made sense and made use of their being in-between.  

 
*** 
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 Ultimately, Reykjanes’ bid for centrality was limited. With locals’ refusal of 

SOSUS’ secret, the U.S. system went on to entrench and expand. During the Cold 

War, NASKEF became an economic driver of the island, at one time accounting for 

20% of Iceland’s foreign currency receipts (Ingimundarsson 2011). As it did so, 

government support for the Reykjanes region dwindled: when evaluating 

development programs or infrastructure upgrades, parliament would reason: “They 

have the base.” While in the 1940s it could conceivably have been counted as 

countryside, or a suburban offshoot of Reykjavík, by the 1980s it was considered to 

be something different, something unnaturally in-between by virtue of its attachment 

to the American base. Thus despite sitting at the very center of the action, Reykjanes 

was made more marginal in Iceland than before. To this day, my friends who live in 

Reykjavík have a habit of uncannily overestimating its distance – even though, on a 

clear day, you can see it from town.  

But if the government thought it could quarantine the base in Reykjanes, 

NASKEF’s effects would steadily spread. SOSUS built Iceland into the American 

military network as a “neutral” technological relay. It was evidenced in everyday 

infrastructural encounters as well as negotiations among top-level diplomats: Iceland 

wasn’t seen as an ally, but as a cog in someone else’s military machine. As historian 

Guðmundur Hálfdanarson once put it, “Iceland was integral; Icelanders were not”20. 

Before, the Icelandic government had used the middle position to its advantage: being 

in between made it flexible, pivoting profitably between two sides. But SOSUS and 

																																																								
20 Personal communication, April 13, 2015 
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other forms of base expansion would come to fix Iceland fast. The relations of 

information described here – conditions of secrecy, signal and noise – allowed for the 

operation of the base in Reykjanes. It meant, in turn, that much like Ocean 

Technicians, Iceland “served in silence,” too.  

As data center development increasingly claims the region, I will argue that in 

many ways it picks up where SOSUS left off. But before turning to this new 

infrastructural expansion, I first consider another set of relations in Reykjanes that 

illustrate the complications of being in between. This chapter has described secret 

military infrastructure as an interface through which Reyknesingar built tenuous ties. 

It has taken up the promise (however precarious) of Iceland’s intermediarity. The 

next chapter will consider, through the lens of sex and gender, how intimacies at this 

juncture became an object of intense anxiety – that is to say, how intermediarity was 

problematic, too.  
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Chapter Three: Intimate Exchange 
 
 
Jóhanna and Sam’s courtship was never going to be easy. When they met, both 

working at the NASKEF Officers’ Club in the 1980s, she had a young daughter she 

was raising with her parents, and he had what he calls a “FIGMO Calendar”: a 

reminder that, “Fuck it, I got my orders,” but would be getting out of Iceland, fast. 

The way they describe it, however, almost thirty years later is in inevitable, 

alchemical terms – “something happened,” they both say, and they were drawn in. 

Jóhanna, a self-possessed middle-aged woman from Reykjanes, remembers furtive 

glances across full rooms while working. Sam, her voluble American husband, 

remembers the first time he touched her hand. But while each felt themselves 

powerfully pulled toward the other, for Jóhanna the consequences were immediate 

and acute. “I liked him,” she says with a tough tone of resignation, “But what am I 

left with? A bad name.”  

This kind of calculation was hardly specific to Reykjanes, but here, during the 

Cold War, many such exchanges were made. If the previous chapter examined the 

infrastructural expansion of NASKEF, this chapter takes up the intimate exchanges 

this foreign presence allowed (and imposed). As base expansion brought an influx of 

people and things into Reykjanes neighborhoods, homes, and workplaces, they 

became tangible and anxiously scrutinized sites for negotiating American occupation 

at the level of the everyday. In particular, sexual relationships between Icelandic 

women and American men were intensely stigmatized and policed. I argue that this 

attention, which originated with the arrival of the military in the 1940s, and changed 
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shape over the course of the Cold War, represents a deferral of the more general 

problem of American power. In Reykjanes as the base increasingly came to be seen 

as extractive, the discomfort of this relationship was located in the bodies and 

characters of women. Such scapegoating is certainly not unique to Reykjanes; but its 

history here shows how the uneven proximities of military empire were navigated on 

the ground. At the same time, while fresh fears about international affinities were 

projected onto intimate relationships, I offer that women’s approaches to cross-

cultural romance actually shed clearer light back on Iceland’s transnational ties. Their 

situation further illustrates some of the stickier predicaments of Iceland’s developing 

intermediarity. 

 

Surveying “The Situation” 

In 1941, the first year of American occupation, then-Surgeon General Vilmundur 

Jónsson wrote a letter to the Ministry of Justice. In this impassioned address he took it 

upon himself to warn about an ástand í siðferðismálum: a “situation in moral 

matters,” of pressing concern. Budding relationships between Icelandic women and 

American men, he argued, constituted a public health crisis that merited the attention 

of the state. To Jónsson, these relationships posed nothing less than a national-

existential threat.  

Jónsson’s letter – and the widespread public discourse it promoted – slip back 

and forth between the iconic and the actual; between correlation, cause, and effect. 

On the one hand, Jónsson is zealous about protecting Icelandic women from the sex 
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trade, fretting that “a large class of prostitutes will be formed here, who will abandon 

our civilized life” (quoted in Hálfdanarson 2011, 84)21. On the other, he seems at 

least equally terrified that Iceland itself should “serve as a brothel for the 

superpowers”: a broader comment on Iceland’s structural position that elides the 

experience of women themselves (Magnúss 1959: 622). In one move, he describes all 

Icelandic-American relationships as coercive; later, he blames the constitutional 

weakness of Icelandic women themselves. The ambivalence by which Icelandic 

women are positioned as both helpless victims and traitors to the nation is directly 

reflected in Jónsson’s proposed policy: he argues that all young women should be 

moved from the city to live with upstanding families in the countryside; all 

“prostitutes” should be institutionalized in remote “working homes” (Björnsdóttir 

1989). Jónsson’s phrasing, the “situation in moral matters”, would come to be 

shorthanded as simply “the situation” (ástandið), and often used in describing the 

general predicament of hosting a foreign army on Icelandic soil. But his description 

would also develop an evaluative correlate: an Icelandic woman seeing an American 

man was said to be “in the situation” (í ástandinu). This was a pronouncement not on 

her conditions but her character; a term of condemnation and bitter reproach.  

 In those early years, Jónsson’s proposals found some traction. The Ministry of 

Health opened one home for teenage girls in Reykjavík, and a “working school” for 

“loose” women in Borgarfjörður, for women’s putative protection and rehabilitation, 

																																																								
21	Researchers have suggested the actual incidence of sex work around NASKEF was infrequent – at 
least far lower than what government officials feared (Björnsdóttir 1989, Ingimundarsson 2004), but to 
my knowledge the specific numbers have not been estimated.	
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respectively. While few women were ultimately institutionalized there, the Ministry 

hoped the very existence of these facilities would serve as deterrence to vulnerable 

girls (Björnsdóttir 1989, 105). Some officials went so far as to call for the sterilization 

of women they deemed to be at risk (Karlsdóttir 1998). Later, and less publicly, the 

Icelandic government negotiated – and the U.S. military acceded to – a secret ban on 

black soldiers stationed at NASKEF which remained in effect until 1961 

(Ingimundarsson 2004). This agreement, contravening the 1948 desegregation of 

American forces, was demanded in the interest of Icelandic women’s “security.” But 

at the same time, arguments for strict limits on soldiers’ mobility were made on the 

basis of Icelandic women’s risk of winding up like the women in Manila and 

Okinawa: sites where sex work had been institutionalized, and was imagined 

sensationally, salaciously, in the West (Ingimundarsson 2004). In 1954, curfews were 

placed on all servicepeople but officers at NASKEF (revealing class-based 

considerations alongside ethnic and racial ones), preventing them from going off base 

at night. Even officers were required to wear their uniforms off base though, making 

it easy for bars and restaurants to deny them service. The base also started building 

fences for the purpose of “protecting” the host nation from the troops 

(Ingimundarsson 2004, 73). So persistent and particular were these negotiations that a 

1971 Nixon administration memorandum claimed that “nowhere in the world [were] 

U.S. troops subjected to such stringent restrictions as Iceland, neither in democratic 

nor [in] authoritarian states” (quoted in Ingimundarsson 2004: 75). Icelandic women, 

then, figured centrally in national and racialized fantasies of sexual vulnerability that 
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shaped policy demands during this time. While attention to the impacts of American 

presence was warranted – as is common to military installations (Enloe 2014), several 

cases of sexual violence were reported around NASKEF (Ingimundarsson 2004: 76-

77) – the source of this problem and the site for solving it was routinely located in 

Icelandic women, themselves.  

Anthropologist Inga Dóra Björnsdóttir, investigating this intrusive, excessive 

attention, has analyzed “the situation” in relation to women’s role in the Icelandic 

national narrative. She suggests that, during the movement for independence, women 

came to symbolize the essence of Iceland: associated and aligned with nature, they 

were positioned as all that was authentic and pure (Björnsdóttir 1997, 1989; see also 

Björnsdóttir and Kristmundsdóttir 1995). Epitomized by the image of the fjallkonan, 

a personification of the nation as a “mountain woman” in traditional dress, Icelandic 

women were made symbols for the nation’s cultural distinction, and made responsible 

for its continuity (Björnsdóttir 1997). Their association, then, with American soldiers, 

was seen as an existential threat to the nation – at once compromising Iceland’s 

demographic future (by neglecting their duty to bear and raise Icelandic children), 

and its integrity in their bodies, hearts, and minds (Björnsdóttir 1989). In line with a 

long legacy of feminist scholarship that emphasizes the central role of gender in 

making nations and nationalism (Pratt 1994, Yuval-Davis 1993), Björnsdóttir situates 

“the situation” as a moment when anxieties over Icelandic cultural integrity and state 

sovereignty came to settle on women and their relationships. What’s more, 

Björnsdtóttir argues that this mode of attention did not end with World War II: 
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writing in 1989, she suggests that “dominant attitudes toward women who marry 

American soldiers” have persisted: “these relationships are seen in the same symbolic 

terms as during the war, and the same kind of stigma is attached to the women” 

(1989: 116).  

It is this thread the following chapter aims to pick up, in its analysis of the 

stale but tenacious state of “the situation” on Reykjanes during the Cold War. By this 

time, the women’s working homes had been shut down, the ban on black soldiers had 

been quietly lifted, and American troops were allowed to move more or less freely off 

base. As the 50,000 soldiers (at the height of World War II in Reykjavík) had 

dwindled to a few thousand, concentrated in Reykjanes (Ingimundarsson 2004), the 

state would seem to have withdrawn its interest in the issue of Icelandic-American 

relationships. According to historian Valur Ingimundarsson, “the fraternization issue 

never became a domestic political problem after the base was sealed off,” through the 

curfews and fencing, in 1954 (Ingimundarsson 2004). But in Reykjanes I learn that 

over the course of the Cold War, the work of watching women was often recuperated 

by fathers, brothers, and boyfriends – who carried it out with the even more insidious 

efficacy that intimacy so often affords. I would suggest, however that this was not 

exactly “the same” situation. Rather, understanding the persistence and specific shape 

of this stigma is both an important part of, and only possible in relation to, the 

particular dynamics of military occupation on Reykjanes during the Cold War: the 

infrastructural expansion of NASKEF described in the last chapter, and the kinds of 

uneven exchanges it allowed.  
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Figure 19: Icelandic women with American soldiers during the Second World War 
(Photo by Lou Lindzon, reproduced from Ríkisútvarpið [RÚV]) 

 

 

Being Watched in Reykjanes 

Gathered in the couples’ lush living room in Reykjavík, Jóhanna and Sam sit across 

from me: a team. Jóhanna, a slim blonde woman draped in heavy silver jewelry, is 

quiet at first, aloof and appraising. Sam, her rounder, more ruddy-faced husband, 

keeps up a constant banter and permanent grin. They are a couple accomplished in 

facing the unexpected together, and the first time we meet, I feel their strategies align 

on me. But the more we talk, the more the couples’ energy plays off each other: I 

learn to appreciate Sam asking my questions before I can; learn to lean in to the stark, 
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certain pronouncements Jóhanna often makes in reply. But I also come to enjoy how 

she (not infrequently) interrupts Sam, making him laugh in spite of himself with a 

witty, wry remark. Jóhanna and Sam met almost thirty years ago in Reykjanes. 

Jóhanna then left her home to follow him, on a series of naval postings across the 

U.S. and Europe. After a few years though, the two decided to settle in Reykjavík, 

where Jóhanna now works as a retail manager and Sam took a job in the 

transportation industry. Today, the two seem happy in Iceland – Sam and I like to 

commiserate about learning Icelandic grammar, and Jóhanna serves sugar-dusted 

American jelly donuts alongside her home-made Icelandic kleinur.  But over these 

multicultural piles of pastries, the two are eager to tell me about the field of risk when 

they met.  

 When Jóhanna started working on the base as a waitress, she tells me her 

father made her promise she wouldn’t marry an American man. Jóhanna agreed, both 

rolling her eyes at his archaic gesture, and understanding just how serious he was. His 

was the generation that had witnessed the occupation, that experienced the first 

outbreak of concern over ástandið. And he, like many of his cohort on Reykjanes, 

who had watched NASKEF expand so steadily over the years, still found the 

demographic threat truly threatening; felt cross-cultural relationships were something 

worth protecting against. Jóhanna says that even though her work was supporting 

herself and her young daughter, her father would have rather she had been 

unemployed. Jóhanna, however, makes it manifestly obvious that she would pursue 

the work – and later, the relationship – she chose.  
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Having a secret is hard, even today, in Reykjanes. But when Jóhanna started 

work on NASKEF, social geographies of suspicion were even thicker on the ground. 

Back then it was mostly single men stationed at NASKEF – as opposed to the 

families which would fill it out in later years – and Reykjanes residents were acutely 

attuned to the risks that population posed. Her parents’ generation was anxious to 

keep their daughters away from them, and even the military knew to be delicate here. 

If an American man impregnated an Icelandic woman, Sam tells me, he would be 

transferred out of Iceland under the classification “Feared for safety.” The designation 

is, of course, a cruel irony given the massive power imbalance between the U.S. 

military and Reykjanes – but it was, the couple tells me, not wholly unfounded: “It 

was easy to get punched back then,” Sam explains. Both sides, then, were on alert for 

signs of “impropriety,” – but where the U.S. military was known to overlook 

relationships as long as it could get away with it (Ingimundarsson 2004: 76), 

Reykjanes residents of Jóhanna’ parents’ generation felt a more immediate and 

desperate pressure to impress upon their children its threat. Sometimes, they did this 

by creating threats of their own. As Jóhanna tells me, it was also easy to be disowned 

in those days – so as she and Sam got to know each other, they had to keep their 

relationship quiet.    

Jóhanna tells me in the 1980s, the harbor was still the heart of town. While 

today the docks in Reykjanes are quiet, half repurposed as a ship repair yard, back 

then fishermen still filed off to their vessels in the first hours of morning. Young 

people taking advantage of the downtown’s new nightlife (which has also waned 
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significantly since those years) would come home from drinking and dancing at the 

same time. On these opposite but equally blurry edges of the evening, Jóhanna tells 

me there were too many occasions to cross streams. Her own father happened to be a 

fisherman, and one early morning he almost caught sight of her when an American 

soldier was escorting her home. Jóhanna says she had appreciated the young man’s 

chivalry; but she spent the walk petrified, her eyes peeled. At one point she actually 

had to force him into the shadows, when she caught sight of someone she knew 

approaching. “The poor man had no idea,” she shakes her head.  

There were other signs, too, if you knew to look for them. Jóhanna says 

everyone quickly learned to recognize that American cars’ license plates included the 

letters “JO.” They made careful note of where they saw those cars parking, so Sam 

could never drive anywhere to see Jóhanna, for fear of creating a trail that would lead 

back to her. Once, after Jóhanna and Sam were married, they drove in his car to a 

friend’s house and both spent the night. In the next days, they caught wind, to their 

amusement, of the rumor that Sam was cheating on Jóhanna with their friend. It was 

also easy to see what products came from the base store, so gifts, too, had to be 

carefully appraised. Sam recalls unsuccessfully trying to pass perfume to Jóhanna, but 

ultimately having to settle on fresh flowers: impossible to trace. 

The couple learned to map in detail vectors of gossip, Jóhanna using her local 

experience to chart networks of knowledge as it moved around town. She recalls in 

particular one old woman known to be the local gossip, who watched the people out 

her window like a spectator sport. But she also knew which fathers were prone to 
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sharing concerned whispers; which young men, when drinking, shouted slurs on busy 

streets. What they called women, behind their backs and sometimes to their faces, 

was kanamella, or “Yankee whore.” It was easy to get a reputation, a “bad stamp” as 

a woman, she tells me, raising a knowing brow. And while Johanna’s main concern 

was for her family, it wasn’t only the older generation who cared about these things. 

She says that if a woman went out with an American, it was harder for her to then 

date Icelandic men: “it didn’t matter if it was one or one hundred.”   

At the same time, then, that the American navy was attentively surveiling 

Soviet submarines (see Chapter Two), Reyknesingar women were subjected to an 

intensive network of social surveillance, themselves. They evaded it through equally 

sophisticated attunement to local dynamics, but knew that in a small town their time 

was limited. All too aware of the consequences of her actions, Jóhanna first tried to 

scare Sam off: she called him up and frankly enumerated all the skeletons in her 

closet. But undaunted, and with the same buoyancy he still radiates, Sam picked up a 

marriage packet – the formidable pile of paperwork that allows service people to start 

families – the Monday after their first real date. The two got engaged on the day after 

Christmas, and Sam was assigned to Italy for his next post. When these next steps 

were already decided, Jóhanna told her parents about Sam. Her exact words were: 

“I’m marrying an American and there’s nothing you can do about it.” Prepared to be 

disowned but not unthoughtful, she brought her father’s heart medication along. 

Telling these stories, Jóhanna’s eyes widen: she impresses upon me just how 

daunting their circumstances had been. Her recollections of this hardship convey 
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distinct notes of pride and pleasure – she frames her story as one of willful defiance, 

risk and skill. As much as women were subjected to scrutiny and stigma in that 

period, this attention gave them a measure of power, too. Once, she recalls wistfully, 

a soldier was showing her too aggressive attention at a bar. A marine (whom her 

cousin happened to be sleeping with) forcefully defended her and had the man thrown 

out. “Who would say no to that feeling,” Jóhanna says, then repeats to me. But the 

trajectory of Jóhanna and Sam’s relationship also underscores well-entrenched 

inequities. Jóhanna knew that marrying Sam meant the possibility of losing her 

family, and the certainty of leaving her home. She knew she would bear whatever loss 

their love caused them, and that her decisions would be limited by his. It is evident, 

spending time with the couple, that Jóhanna makes her own choices – but the choices 

she had here were tightly circumscribed. Even after official sanctions came to an end, 

then, the stigma of “the situation” persisted on Reykjanes. The women’s homes had 

closed but your reputation could still hold you, as everyday Reykjanes residents took 

it upon themselves to draw and hold lines of accepted intimacy.  

Today, when I ask about it directly, Reyknesignar most often describe the 

panic of this period sheepishly. Middle-aged men make self-conscious jokes about an 

unstated “them” stealing “our” women – making it clear they would never feel this 

way, themselves. It is embarrassing to these men, today, to be seen as so parochial. 

And when I marry an Icelander, who moves with me to North America, we get more 

than one joke on Reykjanes about correcting a longtime unevenness by this time 

“taking” a man. My interlocutors, then, along with some analysts, tend to dismiss the 
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prejudices of this period as past22. Today, from a safe perspective of retrospect, they 

suggest such narrow-mindedness has been effectively overcome. But I am interested 

in staying a bit with this uncomfortable moment, when fear of these specific cross-

cultural relationships was no longer state-sponsored, but persisted in practice, 

nevertheless. Why were these relationships so locally resonant on Reykjanes, even 

long after officials in Reykjavík backed off? Why were stigma and surveillance so 

widespread and long-lasting, when a couple decades later they would be remembered 

so sheepishly? This specific and persistent local attention needs to be considered in 

relation to the wider world of base exchange. 

 

Influx, Exchange, Extraction  

In the early days, of the occupation, work for the military was looked down upon. It 

was at first referred to as Bretavinna or “British work,” and seen to lack the inherent 

value and dignity of “Icelandic” employment: prototypically, on fishing vessels or 

farms (Magnússon 1989). Participating in the occupation in this way was seen as a 

poor choice. Over the years, however, with the steady expansion of NASKEF, 

perceptions of paid labor in Reykjanes shifted in tone. With more and more 

Icelanders hired to build base infrastructure – as well as service machinery, serve 

food, and administer payroll, it was simply unsustainable to maintain such a stigma: 

at its height, close to 1,000 Icelanders were employed by NASKEF (Eydal 2009), and 

the base economy accounted for fully twenty percent of Iceland’s foreign currency 

																																																								
22 See, for example, Ingimundarsson 2004. 
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receipts (Ingimundarsson 2004). Work on base, then, gradually came to be seen as 

acceptable: a more or less equal trade of stuff for services, beneficial to (or at least 

necessary for) Americans and Icelanders, alike (Björnsdóttir 1989). If work on 

NASKEF was at one time politicized, Reyknesingar tell me that by the 1980s, taking 

that perspective was looking at the situation all wrong. “Plenty of people,” my friend 

Kolbrún tells me, “who worked on the base didn’t agree with it” (stressing her words 

sarcastically). “But I didn’t feel I was approving or opposing anything. People who 

didn’t work there assumed it was all guns and weapons. It was just work.”  

This significant change in attitude on Reykjanes was certainly facilitated by 

the consumer commodities the base brought in. As discussed in Chapter Two, the 

military worked hard to establish NASKEF as an American space: it built bars, 

bowling alleys, and baseball fields for servicepeople who saw their stationing on 

Iceland as a “hardship post” (Ingimundarsson 2004, 73). In that same interest, they 

also created a Naval Surplus Store, and stocked it with all the comforts of home. To 

this day, if you ask Reyknesingar of a certain age about NASKEF, it is this stuff they 

most want to talk about. Middle-aged couples in well-appointed houses wistfully 

recall their first basketballs and beers. Halldór, a sharply-dressed educator in his 

fifties, describes the arrival of the base as an influx of “new ideas,” but then goes on 

to say: “you know, nylon stockings, chewing gum.” Others remember their first pair 

of blue jeans, or their switch to American brand cigarettes. These things served – and 

still serve – as touchstones of peoples’ relationship with the base. As Herman, a gruff 
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grandfather who served for decades as a fire fighter recalls laughingly: “They would 

make you Prime Minister if you had a truck of Camels to hand out.”  

I come to feel that these objects are remembered so vividly because of how 

seamlessly they fit into people’s lives. The things people talk about are often not 

prestige items – vehicles, electronics, and the like: they are smaller products that took 

their place within the household, and in that way etched themselves into more 

mundane memories. Gunnar, a writer now working in Reykjavík, recalls for me the 

first year his father brought home American Christmas lights. He strung them up 

around the tree, but then – because American electronics used a different voltage – he 

had to go back and get a power adapter, too. Rúna, while preparing dinner one 

evening, waxes poetic about the peculiar smells of carpet cleaner and roast turkey, a 

compound scent that, for her, will always call to mind American homes.  

These amenities, Reyknesingar are quick to tell me, were not even available in 

Reykjavík at the time. Their solid presence in Reykjanes homes, then, signaled a 

certain kind of cosmopolitanism. They indicated an intimacy with, and access to 

otherness that was, at that time in Iceland, unique. While technically, Icelandic 

employees were not allowed to bring such goods off base property, officials (well-

aware of the convincing allure of consumerism) were relatively willing to turn a blind 

eye. Dóra, a Reyknesingar cultural historian, offers a cynical read of this influence: 

“You can’t be political when it’s like this – it’s not possible. You can’t be against 

TV.”  
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Reykjanes, then, in these years, was becoming an active site of exchanges. 

NASKEF employed more and more Reyknesingar, until just about every family on 

the peninsula had at least one member working on base. This work was compensated 

not only with competitive salaries (compared to other work that did not require a 

degree), but with first-hand access to the consumer commodities stocked at the Naval 

Surplus Store. And these objects, as they worked their way into domestic spaces, 

worked as weighty little reminders of Reykjanes’ relationship with NASKEF: the 

flows back and forth between them in the accepted registers of labor and pay. The 

fact, however, that such exchanges were freely chosen and fondly remembered, does 

not mean that they were equal.  

 

 

Figure 20: Commissary store on NASEKF in 1965 (Eydal 2006) 
 

 
 

*** 
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Kolbrún and Hákon’s house in Reykjanes is ensconced in a quiet, hedged and 

speed-bumped neighborhood, in which half the houses are cement and angular – 

Icelandic – and half are red-bricked, American style. As soon as they open the door, 

however, the life inside abruptly spills out: their cat and dog are immediately on top 

of me, and their two teenagers laugh from the couch where they watch TV. Kolbrún 

and Hákon apologize, laughing, and arrange themselves on the sofa around me, 

proceeding to task themselves with keeping my coffee cup extremely full. Like 

Jóhanna, Kolbrún is frank and funny, but she offers her stories (and others’) more 

easily, as if she’s been waiting for someone to ask. Hákon, her husband, is warm but 

on the reserved side – so Kolbrún recounts his embarrassing childhood stories for 

him, while he issues tight-lipped corrections from the couch. In fact, it is Kolbrún 

who introduced me to Jóhanna, insisting that I connect with her bold friend who went 

and married an American. But Kolbrún herself tells me she made her choice early: 

when she started working on base around the same age, she promised herself she 

wouldn’t wind up with an American man. Luckily, she smiles, with a quick tilt of her 

head toward Hákon, it never came to that.  

 Both Kolbrún and Hákon had long careers on NASKEF, coming on young 

and staying until the base closed. In fact, each of their parents before them had moved 

to the region to work for the base. Hákon, when he was old enough, started working 

in communications on NASKEF, and Kolbrún worked in accounting. Each of them 

says it was “nice” to work there; in fact, they repeat the words like a refrain. They use 

the phrase to keep the conversation moving, to create an opening for whatever fresh 
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memory they want to share. “It was nice, “ Kolbrún says: “they were family-oriented. 

Kids were allowed to go up on base for trick-or-treating on Halloween.” “It was nice 

to work there,” Hákon continues. Just recently, he heard from a former American co-

worker who had come back to Iceland to show it to her son. Their memories of work 

on NASKEF, which they keep offering as long as I’ll let them, carry an overarching 

feeling of fondness: these were willing and well-compensated engagements that the 

couple genuinely enjoyed. They emphasize what they got from NASKEF, as much as 

what they gave it. Of course they recognized the American military’s outsized 

influence, but they also respected that the base comfortably met their needs. And 

while they note that some (“in Reykjavík”) coded their work on base as 

inappropriately political, they make it clear that in Reykjanes, working for NASKEF 

was seen as a legitimate exchange.  

But then Hákon smiles, a shade more mischievously: “There is one thing we 

haven’t discussed.” Sometimes he says, materials from the base would “wander”: 

they would simply disappear and show up later around town. Somehow, you would 

find Icelandic buildings in Reykjanes that just happened to be rigged with American 

pipes, or electricity; filled with appliances that didn’t quite fit. There’s an old joke, he 

tells me: an Icelandic man working on the base goes to leave through the checkpoint. 

He is pushing a wheelbarrow full of sand ahead of him, and the American guard 

motions him to wait. The guard, suspicious, is sure he must be stealing something – 

so he combs carefully through the whole pile of sand. Ultimately, though, the guard 

finds nothing and has to let the man go. The next day, the Icelander is back at the 
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checkpoint, pushing the same wheelbarrow full of sand. Again, the American 

conducts his inspection and again, finding nothing, sends the worker on his way. It 

goes on for days and weeks like this, until the American accepts his behavior as some 

eccentric Icelandic quirk. ”What’s happening?” Hákon asks me, grinning. “The 

Icelander was stealing the wheelbarrows.”   

 
*** 

 

Hákon is the first to tell me this story, but I hear it at least a dozen times more. 

I start to see it coming in the smile spreading across men’s faces, halfway through an 

interview about their work on the base. Months later, after I leave Iceland, I learn that 

versions of this parable actually exist all over the world; told as a testament to the 

shrewdness of many “local populations,” most likely original to the U.S.S.R. But in 

Reykjanes, I am told that stealing from NASKEF constituted “a national pastime”: it 

was both an ever-present occurrence and an ambivalent point of pride. Jóhanna, 

among others, tells me that her grandfather built his new house entirely using base 

materials. Her neighbor, Styrmir, readily admits to bringing a collection of electronics 

home. Gunnar, the writer, gleefully details the best routes to smuggle out copper 

wiring and beer. And a few others, in less ebullient conversations, tell me that drugs 

would sometimes make their way off NASEKF, too.  

Some explained the occurrence of smuggling as individual macho exploits: 

“Everyone wanted to feel like a smooth criminal,” one of these proud smugglers says. 

But more often, what I hear is that stealing from NASKEF worked as a way of 
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evening the score. Jóhanna says the base was seen as so big – and so wasteful – “they 

didn’t really consider it stealing at all.” Gunnar furrows his brow, trying to convey it 

clearly: “We knew it was morally wrong, but people looked the other way. It 

seemed…it’s ok to steal because it wasn’t so little they were stealing themselves, you 

know what I mean?” What these genuinely offered justifications point to is a a deeper 

feeling for the inordinate power of the U.S., in relation to Reykjanes. While Kolbrún 

and Hákon felt satisfied by their work there – the daily exchanges they each chose to 

make – their pleasure in telling me how they took from the military reminds us all of 

the context in which that work took place.  

In the 1940s when the base was constructed, Reykjanes was home to a quiet 

string of fishing towns. But in the following decades, fishing stock (and rights to fish, 

commoditized as quotas in the 1980s23) shifted – today only Grindavík has a fishing 

industry at all. With their longtime livelihood steadily shrinking, the base was a 

welcome alternative in these years. The high salaries and consumer commodities 

offered by NASKEF came to look like a fair enough trade, and people like Hákon and 

Kolbrún’s parents moved to the region to partake.  

 Over the years, however, something shifted. As more and more families came 

to depend on the base for their livelihood, it became less clear who was doing a favor 

for whom. Most employed for the base worked in manual labor, or highly specific 

technical positions – the kind that didn’t require secondary education, but weren’t 

																																																								
23 The implementation of individual transferable quotas (ITQs) transformed the social contract in 
Iceland, dramatically re-shaping peoples’ relationships to rural space and natural resources, while 
quickly concentrating wealth. See, for example, Pálsson and Helgason 1995. 
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readily transferable anyplace else. Education levels in Reykjanes started lagging, and 

remain noticeably lower than the national average today. Other social indicators like 

domestic violence, drug use, and municipal debt also started to point toward problems 

those inside as well as outside could see. This sense of decline in Reykjanes, widely 

attributed to its relationship with NASKEF, gave the region a reputation that still 

proves stubborn today. It is still evident in the furrowed brows and wrinkled noses on 

the faces of my friends from Reykjavík when I tell them I am moving to the 

peninsula. Why, they ask, would anybody want to live there? Káro and Jóhanna, 

curiously, both describe it as a “stigma,” making direct links between the region and 

what they, as women, experienced there. They link it to the region’s growing 

symbiosis with the base. 

Increasingly, from off the peninsula, Reyknesingar’s relationship with the 

base was seen as distasteful. It made the region seem too eager, too open, too 

exposed. While a certain sense of cosmopolitanism here has persisted – Reykjanes is 

known for having winning basketball teams, and originating some of the best 

Icelandic rock bands – people from here are sometimes still derided as lazy and 

opportunistic; described as making their living not through honest work, but by their 

wiles. I hear often that, if there is high employment on Reykjanes, it is because people 

there don’t want to work: another way of saying that without the base they are 

disgracefully incapable of succeeding on their own. This portrait of dependence, 

deviousness, and promiscuity is familiar: in short, the region of Reykjanes was 

feminized. If, as Kristín Loftsdóttir has convincingly argued, Icelandic national 
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identity is broadly conceived in masculine terms (with reference to the violent, 

expansive power of the Viking age), then the intimate, unequal relationship enacted 

by NASKEF posed a significant threat to such an ideal (Loftsdóttir 2010). Reykjanes 

was framed as a worst case scenario, the realization of the kinds of fears nationalists 

had warned about: it was a place that had given up too much for too little, one that 

permitted extraction in the name of exchange.   

 In this context, I believe smuggling stories take on another valence. As the 

benevolence of the base was becoming suspect, and the region of Reykjanes distinctly 

stigmatized, smuggling appeared as a site of negotiating what would always be an 

unequal exchange. While most former base employees I talk to on Reykjanes, like 

Kolbrún and Hákon, describe their work on NASKEF as fundamentally fair, 

widespread smuggling is a fundamental part of this story; it was fair because 

Icelandic men took what they were owed. This is why, just as he was describing how 

“nice” working at the base was, Hákon remembered he had something to add. While 

American presence was officially deemed a “friendly occupation” (Ingimundarsson 

2004), as Andri Snaer Magnason observes in his film Draumalandið, “You can’t be 

friends with a superpower” (2009). Reyknesingar, despite (or due to) their close base 

relationships, agreed, and worked to even the terms of their trade.  

 These particular exchanges are coded masculine. While certainly women 

secreted goods out of NASKEF (Jóhanna recalls her aunt’s old trick of stocking up at 

the naval surplus store, then dressing her kids in multiple layers so it wouldn’t look 

like they had shopped), boastful stories of smuggling are most often told about men. 
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In addition to the well-worn wheelbarrow story, all the other regional classics – the 

one about the guy to go to for copper cabling; the one about the contractors who 

fleeced their employers for a year – are all told as triumphs of masculinity. They are 

stories about shrewdly outsmarting the Americans, of boldly claiming something 

expected and rightfully deserved. American soldiers had taken something, so 

Reyknesingar laborers took something back. In the story of struggle against American 

military extraction, then, men were the ones doing the exchanging and women were 

the ones being exchanged.  

With these dynamics in mind, gendered entitlement and control are conceived 

of more readily. In addition to the nationalistic concerns described by Björnsdóttir 

(1989), and the racialized anxieties covertly expressed by Jónsson (1941), the sexual 

scrutiny of women, as it carried on into the Cold War, is woven together with these 

local experiences of unequal exchange. Women were told into a story of foreign 

extraction that was resonant, and not only with anxious fathers and possessive  

boyfriends. Kolbrún remembers that when she went to work at NASKEF, her parents 

were told: “You are going to lose her.” Back then, she says, if someone left, you lost 

contact. “It wasn’t like today, when you can Skype home.” Jóhanna says her own 

aunt married a soldier and once she left the island, “she was gone.” And while 

Reyknesingar were used to young men’s extensive stints on fishing boats, they were 

much less accustomed to seeing their daughters go. The fear of loss that stalked 

young women, then, was genuine – the sense that too much was being taken, and that 

these losses were too painful to bear – but it was also easily co-opted into a story men 
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told about being deprived of what was “theirs.” At this nexus, Björn Guðmundsson 

declared in a 1962 editorial that “Our young men are too precious to have to watch 

while – with indifference and in cold blood – young girls are becoming an export 

item as a result of the foreign military presence” (1962, 6). 

The conditions of NASKEF productively overlap with Neferti Tadiar’s work 

on sexual and “libidinally configured” economies (1993). Over a wide range of 

writing, Tadiar argues that political and economic relations are structured, 

metaphorically and materially, by sex. For example, she calls Japan’s relationship 

with the United States a “marriage” in which Japan is “domesticated” in exchange for 

access to power. By contrast, The Philippines is the United States’ “mistress” or 

“prostitute,” rendering services or needing to be “seduced” toward free trade (1993). 

Inequalities and insecurities in Icelandic-American relations were likewise expressed 

in the idiom of heterosexual hierarchy24. For example, author Ingimar Erlender 

Sigurðsson fretted in 1965 that Iceland was becoming “a nation without self respect, 

which has accepted money and television for its exploitation – a whore among 

nations” (quoted in Ingimundarsson 2004: 70). Björnsdóttir recalls the British 

invasion of 1941 described this way: “When the British Empire invited Iceland for a 

dance, Iceland was too polite and had no other choice but to accept" (Björnsdóttir 

1989: 108). These kinds of imaginaries are both figurative and physical: they are 

																																																								
24 It is interesting to note that explicit concerns were expressed about relationships between men and 
women – in my own access to the archives, queer relationships between Icelanders and Americans 
were rarely discussed. Likewise, in my interviews, such relationships were not referenced (whereas 
women would readily out their friends who had been “in the situation,” despite the stigma that 
knowledge once conferred). I am not sure, from my limited vantage point, what this silence tells us, 
but believe it would be an important exploration for a researcher with closer ties to this community.  
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ways of speaking that forcibly shape peoples’ lives. As I have argued, it was 

Reykjanes that experienced these unequal intimacies most intensely, and so where 

Icelandic-American relationships were most rigorously, painfully, and protractedly 

worked out. But as Tadiar makes clear, these sexualized projections may structure 

women’s desires and opportunities, but they do not determine them (2009). In 

Reykjanes, women made choices within their conditions, and moved skillfully 

through the minefields their communities made. In the remainder of this chapter, I 

take this argument a step further. I suggest that Reykjanes women not only made the 

most of their situations, but that their relationships shed light on the Cold War 

operation of American imperial power. That is to say: the problem of American 

presence in Iceland was projected onto Reyknesingar women, but these women 

actually did the work that was deferred onto them. 

 

The intimate and the in-between 

What I have sketched in this chapter is a series of devolutions: a situating of stigma 

that allows others to stay pure. The presence of a base in Iceland, which was never 

quite optional, triggered understandable anxiety over unequal international relations. 

This fear was left to settle in Reykjanes, where the region was marked as too closely 

connected (feminized), while the Icelandic government continued to appear in 

control. At the same time, the base’s ever-expanding presence in Reykjanes 

conditioned a sense of uncomfortable dependence. This experience of extractive, 

unequal exchange during the Cold War was then attributed to Reyknesingar women 



	 127 

(and not men, who through their work there were equally engaged with the base). The 

buck would appear to stop with these women’s relationships; there was no where left 

for the stigma to go. But the relationships women forged under these conditions 

constitute a direct and instructive engagement with empire’s uneven proximity.  

 As previously discussed, officials tended to treat the issue of American 

presence abstractly. From the distance of public policy, it was possible to conceive of 

the base as a clearly “good” or “bad” thing25. Up close, however, these connections 

were messier, and NASKEF a site where relationships of different kinds and qualities 

troubled attempts to fix meaning and impact to the base. As Ann Stoler has argued 

persuasively, the intimate is a key site for understanding the imperial. Imperial 

formations, she shows, are fundamentally gendered: racialization, resource extraction, 

and territorial conquest proceed through systems of sexual control, of the colonizers 

as well as the colonized (2010). Renissa Mawani, tracing “proximities” between 

colonizers, Indigenous peoples, Chinese migrants, and mixed-race people in British 

Columbia’s “colonial contact zone,” likewise argues for attention to the many 

intimate encounters that complicate binary readings of colonial situations and signal 

sexuality as a site of state power (2009). As military bases function as contemporary 

instantiations of empire (Lutz 2009, Vine 2009, McGranahan and Collins in press), 

the sexual politics at and around them deserve careful attention, too (Enloe 2014, 

Moon 1997).  
																																																								
25 As Ingimundarsson, “fraternization” was one of the few points nationalist and socialist politicians 
agreed upon: leftists expressed (and exaggerated) fears of foreign domination, and conservatives 
worried these romantic relationships would compromise their bilateral arrangement with the U.S 
(Ingimundarson 2004). 
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 In this, again, Jóhanna and Sam’s story is instructive. Above all, in their 

stealth, the two of them built a relationship. They negotiated the fraught business of 

being together across uneven stakes for their families, futures, and mobilities. 

Jóhanna, always the one with more to lose here, knew that good things rarely come 

easy. So she made strategic choices and the two of them confronted the layered 

asymmetries of their intimacy. Sam leveraged the official sanction of military 

marriage. Jóhanna laid plans to leave her town, and possibly lose her family (although 

over the years, she tells me, they have come around). After moving for him, she put 

up with what she describes as the demeaning position of the “military wife”: a strange 

performance of subordination that, in its performance was sometimes just reality. And 

after Jóhanna followed Sam around the world for a while, he, as he puts it, “let her 

decide where we would go.” Jóhanna decided she wanted to come back to Iceland – 

although the two have settled a little ways from home.  

 In their relationship – an ongoing, uneven negotiation – we can see what 

intimate proximity across power means. Jóhanna is a force of nature, who rarely got 

all she wanted. Caught between her family’s fears and the U.S. military, she made 

compromises she didn’t always enjoy. She chose them, over and over again. Their 

relationship is a concrete point of contact between the influence of transnational 

forces, and the agency and creativity of two human beings (Faier 2009). Thirty years 

later, Jóhanna and Sam seem happy, reminiscing for an American ethnographer. They 

get annoyed when they disagree with one another, and they smile when they finish 

each others’ sentences. This is a view of shared life that significantly differs from the 
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perspectives most readily retold by Reyknesingar men. Sacrifice, loss, and settling is 

not what they want to talk about. Rather, through the language of legitimate work and 

illegal smuggling, men’s stories show how they demanded, pretended, or forced an 

“equal” exchange. The charges they sometimes leveled against women, of 

prostitution (the slur kanamella, or “Yankee whore”) made the same reductive 

equation: they claimed women were making inappropriate, imprudent trades.  

Reyknesingar women, however, had long been aware that nothing worth 

having comes for free. I dwell here on the example presented by Jóhanna and Sam’s 

story not to excuse, or glorify women’s positions – which were fundamentally and 

often violently unfair. But by focusing on relationship, I want to highlight the 

compromises; the consequences; and the uneven burdens of intimacy, engaged, of 

necessity, more readily here, than at other points of connection on Reykjanes. While 

historians, politicians, and Reyknesingar men have all sought to characterize the 

American presence on their territory, it was Reyknesingar women who actually had to 

work these relationships out. This is why in thinking transnational connection and the 

ongoing experience of imperial formations, I often find myself coming back to 

Jóhanna and Sam’s cozy living room, where this work has landed after being denied 

and deferred.  

 Kolbrún, the last time I visit her in Reykjanes, offers another example of 

generative, impossible compromise. We are back in her living room, chatting about 

our in-laws, when Kolbrún tells me her own grandmother had a child with an 

American man. The two were engaged to be married, she says, but he left her, then 
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left the island before the child was born. Her great-grandfather (who himself was part 

of the first generation of base workers) was so ashamed he threw his daughter out of 

the house. Kolbrún and her grandmother had never spoken about it – everything she 

knows about it she heard secondhand. “That tells you something about the stigma,” 

she tells me. Her grandmother eventually married an Icelander, but her so-called 

“affair” with an American was a sore point their whole lives; something her husband 

wouldn’t let her forget when they fought. Kolbrún looks pained, but Hákon intervenes 

here: “The story has a happy ending,” he says. As an adult, Kolbrún’s half-American 

uncle went looking for his family in the U.S. and eventually found them; his half-

siblings plan to visit Iceland next year. Hákon shrugs and says, “You only hear the 

stories that have good endings – most of these stories have no ending at all.” A 

moment later, he says, like it’s dawning on him, “There have to be some sacrifices.” 

Kolbrún laughs quietly, rueful: “Even if some females were lost.”  

 
*** 

 

In Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics, 

Cynthia Enloe argues that:  

"A military base, even one controlled by soldiers of another country, can 
become politically invisible if its ways of doing business and seeing the world 
insinuate themselves into a community's job market, schools, consumer tastes, 
housing patterns, children’s games, adult’s friendships, gossip, and senses of 
pride and security" (2014, 133) 

 

As I have aimed to show in this chapter, the American naval base on Reykjanes 

became, if not invisible, then managed and made sense of, as it participated in local 
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registers of unevenly gendered intimacy and exchange. Tracing this engagement is 

important for understanding how American military empire differentially impacted 

Icelanders on Reykjanes; but it also tells us something about how the region was 

shaped. In Chapter Two I argued that infrastructural expansion built Reykjanes into 

American military aims. But local dynamics of difference on Reykjanes also helped 

to fix that position fast.  

 As the NASKEF base created troubling new proximities, their more 

problematic aspects were effectively quarantined in the bodies and characters of 

Icelandic women. This deferral was important not only for the weight it put on 

women, but also for its corollary unburdening of men. As the scrutiny of women 

allowed men to see their own relationships as straightforward and (at least 

potentially) “equal,” it absorbed some of the anxieties that accrued around the base. 

The persistent sense of inequity on Reykjanes, the feeling that “it wasn’t so little they 

were stealing themselves,” could have conditioned local opposition. Reyknesingars’ 

sentiment that the base was, itself, extractive could have swelled to local public 

protest. But as the problems of American proximity were deferred onto Icelandic 

women, that potential was not the path people chose. Instead the base was allowed to 

entrench and expand on Reykjanes, while the relationships around it were closely 

watched. Put differently: NASKEF was secured by its embeddedness in local 

formations of unequal difference. The exercise of gendered power fixed the base to 

Reykjanes, as reliably as the contractors who poured its concrete.   
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 If the “secret cable” discussed in Chapter Two, then, illustrates the promise of 

Iceland’s being built in-between, the fraught dynamics of gendered inequity and 

sexual intimacy on Reykjanes show the position was problematic, too. While I have 

drawn primarily on feminist scholars of colonial encounters to make sense of what 

happened around the NASKEF base, Iceland’s unique position is a point of 

distinction from these accounts. Unlike the colonized populations that, for example, 

Stoler describes in Sumatra, or Mawani describes in British Columbia, Icelanders 

were not the targets of American intervention. They were, instead, either instrumental 

or incidental – they were, as I have put it,” on the way.” This position has, at times, 

been advantageous to Icelanders, who were able to skillfully play on both sides (see 

again Chapter Two). But the experience of stigmatized sexual relationships around 

Reykjanes reminds us of the sticky intimacies that result from expansive projects of 

territorial control – even at its relatively peripheral outposts.   

 Today, “the situation” seems finally settled, since American forces de-camped 

in 2006. There is no cause for maintaining the town’s extensive surveillance network 

(though it remains exceedingly difficult to keep a secret here). The idea of leaving is, 

as Kolbrún hinted, less charged. But still, leftovers of engaging with American 

military empire so intimately remain very active in Reykjanes today. It is well known, 

for example, who has American parentage; these people, in particular, tell me the 

distinction is meaningful. It is something they know can be used against them, a latent 

and deployable point of difference. And beyond this particular class of familial 

relationship, the broader problem of playing host to a foreign power is now being re-
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posed. In the following chapters, I turn back to the base since its closure, 

investigating the IT industry fast developing there. Though the context is today quite 

different, I will aim to show how the ambivalent experience of being an 

infrastructural intermediary continues to resonate in Reykjanes today.   

 

                
 

Figure 21: Harbor in Reykjanesbær, 2015 (Photo by Alix Johnson) 
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Interlude: Reykjanes Today 
 

Months before I moved to the Reykjanes peninsula, before I got to know NASKEF up 

close, I was introduced to the region in another way. Milling around one day in 

downtown Reykjavík, I was struck by an image outside the photography museum. On 

its own, the photo was inscrutable and its opacity enticing: a fractal, golden-hued 

dome. Its curvature gave me the sense of the Sistine Chapel, the light lending the 

image a near religious glow: it took me several moments to see it was a satellite. I 

followed signs to the top floor of the building, and into an exhibition by photographer 

Bragi Þór Jósefsson, showcasing a series of images that were taken in the immediate 

aftermath of the 2006 closure of NASKEF base. The first of these featured a vast lava 

field, bisected by a razor-top chain-link fence. Both field and fence disappear into the 

horizon, looking interminable and interlinked. The text below explained that 

American forces departed, and the former base had been “left in the hands of 

Icelanders, and Icelandic nature.”  

 The rest of Bragi Þór’s images unfolded around the exhibit space, each one 

beautiful and surreal in the same way: a drained swimming pool; an empty classroom; 

a movie theater with a poignantly blank “Coming Soon” sign. These photos 

illustrated the infrastructure of Americana; the architectural work it took to create a 

feeling, far from home. They also showed the uncanny effect of such structures when 

they came unmoored from the rhythms of daily life. My first view of the NASKEF 

base, then, was at this poignant moment of transition, one which clearly marked a 

“before” and an “after,” organized around infrastructural remains. This framing, I 
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later find, is common in Reykjanes: a sense of two worlds separated by the closure of 

the base. As abrupt and absolute as that transition was, however, I also find that what 

has persisted is equally important here. Remnants of NASKEF are not only 

aesthetically striking: they are impactful in shaping what Reykjanes has come to be.  

 The following chapters shift from NASKEF’s history, to Reykjanes in the 

present day. Specifically, they take up the turn to technology, and development of 

data storage facilities, that emerges in the afterlife of the base. But like the end of 

NASKEF– like the “end” of the Cold War – this transition is not absolute or 

completed. The afterlives of both these formations remain active, shaping the re-

development of Reykjanes into an unlikely data center hub. As I will argue, 

Icelanders are working hard to re-shape the region, but the persistence of 

infrastructure, and the social and spatial orders it conditions, mean that some 

surprising things on Reykjanes have stayed the same. I suggest it is becoming an 

intermediary of another kind. 
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Figure 22: Image from inside satellite tower at recently closed NASKEF base (Photo 
by Bragi Þór Jósefsson) 

 

         

Figure 23: Empty movie theater at NASKEF (Photo by Bragi Þór Jósefsson) 
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Figure 24: Razor-wire fence surrounding NASKEF (Image by Bragi Þór Jósefsson) 
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Chapter Four: Ruins and Futures 
 
 
On March 15, 2006, it was announced that Naval Air Station Keflavík would be 

closing. After a fifty-five year presence in Iceland, the base would be drawn down in 

just six months. As was explained first to the Icelandic government, and much later to 

NASKEF employees, American military interests had shifted, and the Pentagon now 

saw fit to “adjust accordingly to meet the current global threat” (White Falcon 

2006a). Pursuant to a negotiated Joint Agreement, the U.S. would transfer all territory 

and facilities to Icelandic authorities, “in the condition existing at the time of their 

return,” as well as records, drawings, and plans of the area (U.S. Department of State 

2006a). This space would be administered by a limited liability company under the 

Prime Minister’s authority, which would “systematically convert the area for 

profitable civilian uses without disrupting the community” (Forsætisráðuneyti 2006). 

This, at least, was the stated intention. What followed was a period of pronounced 

confusion, and a sometimes surprising Icelandic response. 

In March, Colonel Phillip Gibbons admitted, “This is not the ideal way to 

draw down a military force” (White Falcon 2006). Two months later, Captain Mark 

Laughton put a point on it: “It’s like trying to cram a pig down a snake’s throat” 

(Murray 2006). In its last year, NASKEF was home to approximately 1,200 American 

service people, 100 Department of Defense civilians, and 900 Icelandic jobs (a 

significant decline from its Cold War heyday, but a substantial presence in the region 

nevertheless). By all accounts, six months was a punishing timeline for transition, and 

uncertainty erupted amidst the ranks. The month of the announcement, the base’s 
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weekly radio show was flooded with questions: How do we dispose of our vehicles? 

Will the Air Force be leaving first? Will ATMs still be stocked with American 

dollars? Can houseplants be given to Icelanders as gifts? (probably, came the answer, 

but check with your legal office first). One caller asked, “How will turmoil with 

Icelanders affect packing out and shipping household goods?” He was told, however 

convincingly, “No turmoil expected. They will provide professional service, as 

always” (White Falcon 2006a).  

Expected or not, though, for those Icelanders turmoil came. Elli, a former 

Logistics Director, remembers tiring efforts to follow hasty plans. Some equipment 

was carefully packed up and organized; other things were tossed into shipping 

containers as fast as they could be moved. Anton, the cable station technician, says 

(no matter what their legal offices told them) “the Americans were gone so fast they 

left their houseplants out to die.” Gunnar, the writer, tells me the transition hit his 

father harder than him: he had seen the plateau on Reykjanes go “from a desert to a 

community, and back again.” But for Reyknesingar, the real transition came after the 

military left.  

When I ask my friend Kolbrún about the closure, she chooses her words 

carefully: I can tell you when the base left, we felt very neglected. We didn’t expect 

handouts, but some temporary support. Every now and then, ministers would come 

onto the base, and my feeling was that, every time they had no idea what was going 

on here. We felt like…skítug börn (‘dirty children’),” she tells me, making reference 

to the neglected children of the Bible whom Eve is said to have hidden away from 
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God26. Kolbrún believes the Icelandic government should have acted more decisively 

to care for families impacted by the closure, but a good deal of her sadness is directed 

toward the Americans. While she knows full well the decision was not personal, she 

puts the transition in surprising terms: “They left us,” she says, emphasizing every 

word. It is not only the economic loss she mourns in the shift to Icelandic 

administration. Equally distressing, sheepishly articulated, is the way the American 

navy had valued the region in a way the Icelandic government and capital never had. 

The military built a machine and enrolled Reyknesingar to participate, albeit in 

uneven and unequal ways.  

 Rúna, too, describes the effects of sudden disconnection. While everyone 

knew the base would close one day, when that day came she says it was still a 

surprise:  

 
There were many people who stopped working right after the announcement, 
who didn’t work until their jobs were done. You’d see – I noticed – that these 
were the people who fell into depression. It was terrible to see them in town – 
doctors were prescribing Valium, people started drinking, there were families 
that broke down. It wasn’t so many, maybe, but in a small community even 
ten or twenty are felt.  

 

Rúna says she herself felt the sadness, but overcame it through the ultimate American 

import: self-help. She went to see Brian Tracy, a motivational speaker NASKEF 

invited, and although at the time she felt skeptical of his unrelenting positivity, she 

found herself invoking it in the following weeks. Rúna credits this attitude to her 

																																																								
26 In the Grimm brothers’ account of “Eve’s Unequal Children” (1843). A variation of this story is also 
sometimes invoked to account for the lore of elves or “hidden people” (huldufólk) in Iceland.  
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finding new employment, but says that from some people, “You can still feel it. There 

are the people who got stuck.” According to Rúna, those who took it the hardest were 

those who failed to properly process their loss: those who withdrew from the still-

spinning NASKEF apparatus, rather than staying to feel its gears shift and slow.  

Both women acknowledge the tricky intimacy that arose at NASKEF – not 

only among people, but amidst built things: through the base’s (at times opaque, 

inane, insidious) operations, Reyknesingar established a certain sense of themselves. 

As I have described in the last two chapters, Reykjanes and NASKEF were made in 

relationship: their encounters, albeit asymmetrical, resulted in something new for both 

sides. In their daily engagements with the base’s operations, Reyknesingar claimed a 

certain agency. They were put in a middle position (between the East and West in the 

Cold War), but they chose how they would respond there, finding new opportunities 

to perform the skill and savvy of the middle-man, for example in relation to 

smuggling (Chapter Three) and secrecy (Chapter Two). This was achieved in such 

close cooperation with the Americans that many Reyknesingar felt an allegiance that 

went beyond individual relationships (though many of those existed, and have been 

maintained). This was an infrastructural intimacy; a reliance not simply on the base’s 

paychecks, but rather on its rhythms, relationships, and moving parts (Wilson 2016). 

If Reyknesingar came to know and relate to the base through everyday, embodied, 

infrastructural encounter, then the slowing, then stopping, then scrapping of this 

machinery was experienced by many as a deeply felt loss. And yet: the stuff of these 

relations – airstrips, command towers, power lines, radar stations – were left precisely 
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where they had been (“in the condition existing at the time of their return”), which in 

practice meant in various stages of decay. In moving on with their lives in Reykjanes, 

this is what Reyknesingar had to use. 

 This chapter considers the re-making of NASKEF in the wake of its 2006 

closure. It follows the process of re-routing infrastructure toward another purpose 

after all these years: specifically, it traces the emergence of a data storage industry on 

the peninsula. If the last two chapters detailed the forging of infrastructural 

connection, which enrolled Reykjanes as an intermediary place, this chapter takes up 

a time when that connection unraveled, and Reyknesingar were left holding loose 

ends. What they did with them sets up today’s data center industry; it also shapes it in 

traceable ways. In what follows, I show how through such incomplete, accretive 

(Anand 2015) layerings, present projects in Reykjanes take their traction from the 

past. I suggest that this dynamic matters for two reasons: first, following the fraught 

process of transition illustrates IT development as a matter of locality – deliberately 

and unevenly distributed and desired. Second, it shows how even this forward-facing 

industry is fundamentally shaped by what came before: it is neither an entirely new 

innovation, nor a signpost on a steady march toward progress. Instead, data storage in 

Reykjanes takes its traction from the region’s fraught military legacy. For this reason, 

I suggest that data storage in Iceland is best conceived in terms of “ruins” and 

“rubble.” Ruination, as theorized by Ann Stoler, refers to the ongoing processes by 

which imperial formations continue to make themselves felt (2013). Rubble, as 

developed by Gastón Gordillo, directs attention to the persistent material remainders 
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of spatially destructive histories (2014). Through these distinct but complementary 

concepts, I aim to demonstrate how Reykjanes’ intermediary position was 

perpetuated though ongoing interactions (embodied and imaginative) with the 

infrastructures that NASKEF left behind.  

 

A Bridge to the Gods 

KADECO, the LLC specified in the draw-down agreement, was founded in October 

of 2006, one month after NASEKF closed. Named for the “Keflavík Airport 

Development Company,” KADECO was and remains responsible for managing 

Reyjkanes’ inherited infrastructures. Its original board members were appointed, two 

from Reykjavík government and one from Reykjanes. They in turn hired its 

Managing Director, Kári: a “local boy” who’d proven himself in the construction 

industry (and its long-term, lucrative relationship with the base). In public addresses, 

Kári likes to call KADECO “Iceland’s largest recycling project”; in private, when I 

meet him at their squat, modern offices on the high point of the former base plateau, 

he describes it to me as “being handed a bag of keys and told to ‘do something’.” 

KADECO’s inheritance was a definitively mixed one; their first daunting task 

deciding what to do with all the left over space. The proposals on the table, Kári tells 

me, ranged from luxury resort to international prison; from rescue squad training 

facility to exercise area for Belarusan fighter planes. But within the first year the 

board settled on the idea of “Ásbrú: The Center of Innovation in Iceland.” (Kári says 
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they solicited feedback from the local community; Rúna laughs out loud at the 

suggestion Reyknesingar were asked.)  

Ásbrú is an “enterprise park” with a focus on technology. Today, it includes a 

“university bridge” program called Keilir, two “incubators” (low-rent office parks for 

entrepreneurs), and a now-impressive, still-growing, and half-secret number of 

foreign owned server farms27. At least three such data centers are known to be up and 

running, and rumor has it (amongst residents and developers on Reykjanes) that more, 

and larger ones, are on their way. Data centers’ high-tech image plays well into 

Ásbrú’s promotional material, decidedly forward-looking in tone. Its focus on 

“innovation” is posed as a promise: “The possibilities of the Ásbrú area are endless,” 

its website says. But the name “Ásbru,” like many place names in Iceland, hearkens 

back to Norse mythology: also referred to as Bifrost, Ásbrú is the land bridge that 

connects the world of gods to the world of men. The name, I find in my time there, is 

fitting: like its mythical namesake, this Ásbrú is aspirational infrastructure, too. A 

plot of land, a pile of buildings, and a marketing department, nine years in Ásbrú is 

still coming to be.  

I move to Ásbrú in the summer of 2015, having secured a room in what used 

to be housing for single men: a three-story concrete walk-up exactly identical to the 

housing complexes on either side – save for the trim, which on my building is peeling 

green. My apartment is bare-bones, a ground-floor studio, decorated in 1970s Best 

																																																								
27 The data storage industry is notoriously secretive: most data centers maintain a low profile, at once 
to protect their clients’ security, and to shield their own operations from scrutiny (Vonderau 2015). For 
this reason, new developments are sometimes accompanied by media fanfare (as in the case of industry 
giants Facebook and Microsoft), but more often they proceed quietly and are easily overlooked. 



	 145 

Western style: heavy curtains, dark carpet, fake mahogany. On each floor there is a 

shared kitchen and laundry room, as well as a gear locker, now permanently locked. 

On a bulletin board someone has left up (and left unclear whether this is intentional 

humor or inattention) a yellowing ordinance against “fraternization” on the 

compound, stamped with an official U.S. Navy seal. The little barracks turns out to be 

a quiet building: not all the units are rented out. My immediate neighbors are an 

Icelandic man around my age, studying aviation mechanics at Keilir; an Icelandic 

woman, even younger, living here on her own while finishing secondary school; and 

a multi-generational family of recent Polish immigrants. It is a temporary place now 

trying to be permanent, and residents feel that, from our uncomfortable use of the 

floor’s shared kitchen, to the way a common space on the ground level gradually 

devolves into a dumping ground for units’ unwanted appliances and furniture. This 

sense of awkward ownership, of unfinish-able business settles on me gradually over 

my time in Reykjanes. But upon my arrival, I get another view from Halldór: the 

president of the university bridge program Keilir, and first to give me a tour of my 

new home. 

Greying but energetic, Halldór looks every inch a teacher, despite his twelve-

year political career as a Sjálfstædisflokkurinn (Conservative Party) Member of 

Parliament. His current position seems to bring these skill sets together: his passion 

for the educational project is as evident as his formidable talent in PR. Halldór has 

been welcoming and warmly supportive of my research. He is proud of his part in 

transforming Reykjanes, and he is eager to show me around. He is also keenly aware 
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that someone has to show me – progress here isn’t always readily apparent, and he 

wants me to learn to read it through his better-trained, optimistic eyes. So one stormy 

morning, I meet Halldór in his office, where I find him ribbing receptionists and 

greeting students by name. He shows me a couple old maps and documents, but 

quickly has us out the door, where he stops us abruptly under the awning and points 

across the parking lot to “Iceland’s only baseball field,” a rusting diamond looking 

ragged in the rain. I ask if anyone ever uses it and he laughs at me: “Of course not – 

well, maybe some dogs.” We jog through sleet to his SUV, and head out on a 

winding, windswept road.  

Halldór takes me down just about every path on the plateau, illustrating the 

scope of what he sees as an opportunity. He drives first by the restaurant where he ate 

his first hamburger (under new management), then passes the old officers’ club, “Top 

of the Rock” (for sale). We drive by a dilapidated church building, its white paint 

peeling and doors sealed closed. As we weave around, I notice each street sign is 

marked in both English and Icelandic: sometimes the terms translate and sometimes 

they don’t. At one point, we linger for a moment at an old checkpoint: a raised 

cement command tower from which guards would watch the road. Halldór tells me 

that until 1989, Icelanders had to pass through it on their way to commercial airline 

flights (unsurprisingly, a much resented indignity). When we drive by another bloc of 

barracks-turned apartments, these designed to house servicepeople with families, 

Halldór tells me they’re renting fewer than half of their units. It turns out to be 

expensive to un-build American difference: for example, American outlets run on 110 
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volts of electricity, whereas Icelandic appliances require 220. Converting the outlets 

is not especially difficult, but it is time-consuming and tedious: each renovation 

project means re-drawing old lines of power.  

Ásbrú today is an uncanny mixture of military order and suburban charm. It 

bears the familiar traces of military place-making, hallmarks of American empire 

abroad (Enloe 2014, Gillem 2007). The roads are wide and well-maintained, and 

ample lawns are neatly landscaped. Residential areas are arranged in recognizable 

formations, with backyards wrapped around barbecue areas and mailboxes clustered 

in cul-de-sacs. And yet, this “simulacrum of suburbia” (Gillem 2007) is packed onto a 

small plateau, overlooking but always a highway apart from the livelier small towns 

of Reykjanesbær, below. It is still spatially separate, subject to different systems – 

even the weather is sometimes different up here. NASKEF is a place built for a 

purpose still palpable.  

On Halldór’s tour we pass a few inaccessible areas: the portion of the airport 

still operated by NATO, old temporary housing for contractors, and a segment of 

former officers’ quarters now held by the Office of the Prime Minister. What I will 

call Polaris data center is another fenced-off section: housed in a former storage 

hangar, and painted a beige that fades into the background, the long, low building is 

deliberately nondescript. But on closer inspection you can see bobcats and cement 

blocks, signaling an expansion project underway. You can hear the deep drone of its 

diesel generators. Halldór, however, doesn’t stop us here. He pulls up instead in front 

of three round-topped, corrugated metal shelters and he instructs me to climb out of 
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the SUV. These, Halldór tells me, used to be arsenals, and he points out the weapons 

depositories on their sides. “Guess what they are today,” he goads me, grinning, and 

interrupts my guess – “A ballet school!” We stand there, shaking our heads and 

shielding our faces from the rain, Halldór keeping us there a moment after I am 

finished. “Isn’t that just something,” he says.  

 

    

Figure 25: Apartment blocs at Ásbrú (Photo by Centra Corporate Finance) 
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Figure 26: Former officers’ quarters, now reserved by the Office of the Prime 
Minister (Photo by Alix Johnson) 

 

                    

Figure 27: Former NASKEF arsenal turned Ásbrú ballet school. Photo by Alix 
Johnson. 

 

Halldór is just one man with one set of investments in Ásbrú – there are 

others, as the coming chapters will explore. But I learn something from the crowning 
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jewel of his tour – the ballet arsenal – and the pleasure he takes in revealing it to me. 

Halldór wants me to see that the old exteriors are misleading – that the present jumble 

of signs and surfaces won’t tell me what I need to know about what is being made 

inside. But in pointing my attention toward material details (electrical wiring, 

weapons drops), he also shows me the work it takes to realize those futures; to make 

something into nothing and then something else. To be rendered so radically open to 

possibility, infrastructures here have had to be a bit unmade. They are decoupled from 

past purposes through deliberate inaction, directed labor, and sheer exposure to the 

elements. As Julie Chu has described in struggles over dilapidated housing in Fuzhou, 

China, disrepair here has a productive valence, a “surprising and heterogeneous 

value” (2014: 364). When places start to come apart they are ripe for re-imagining, 

for re-making weapons stores into ballet schools. But unmade objects can leave rough 

edges. There are places they snag against action and imagination, giving pause to 

those building their bridge to the gods.  

 
Rough Edges on Reykjanes 

The Old 

Óskar was one of the early employees at KADECO, brought on to assist in the re-

branding of Ásbrú. Sitting in his sunny Reykjavík office, where he now heads the 

city’s economic development, he tells me about a problem they had from the 

beginning: among Reykjanes residents, “people called it ‘the old base’; ‘the old 

cafeteria’, ‘the old motorpool’. You cannot call yourself ‘the old something!” he 

exclaims. Doing so keeps you from completely moving forward by allowing your 
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mind to live in the past. Still young and even younger-looking, wearing a suit one size 

too big, Óskar is easy to imagine as shepherding Reykjanes into its brigh future. Still, 

even he struggled to get the locals using “Ásbrú.” Living there, I find this struggle is 

still far from over – I far more often hear “the old base” (gamla herstöðin). But later 

the same day, as we sit around drinking coffee, I catch Óskar himself using “the old 

base” repeatedly, even in describing to me how it has changed. It is a persistence so 

pervasive he doesn’t even notice it – or maybe Óskar has simply allowed himself to 

give in. “The old” here seems to serve a specific function as a prefix: a talisman of the 

past to keep returning back to, if only to get the traction needed to move on. 

 

The Left Over 

Siggi, a former employee of NASKEF’s IT department, lives today in Reykjanesbær, 

where he was born and raised. Though he hasn’t worked at the base for over a decade 

now, he tells me one morning over a hearty pancake breakfast how the place still 

figures into his life. Gesturing toward the large oven in his kitchen, Siggi hints with a 

grin that it was “inherited” when the base closed. But American appliances use 

different parts than Icelandic ones – so now, whenever the oven stops working, Siggi 

is sent back into the empty base apartments, scavenging around in the dark for spare 

parts. I later find I have the same problem, when my refrigerator starts acting up. I 

contact the housing office, but they tell me that, unfortunately, they don’t have access 

to the parts they would need to make a repair. Instead, I am to wait until the thing 

fails entirely, at which point they will replace it with an Icelandic-made machine. 
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Siggi tells me that sneaking into the old apartments feels eerie, as if there has 

been some kind of disaster there. But of course, there hasn’t: just the steady erosion in 

which Siggi himself happily participates. He knows that one day there will be nothing 

left for him. But wasn’t it the same when NASKEF was running as a base? Good 

fortune is always temporary – on Reykjanes people say it comes every seven years. 

So shouldn’t you always make the most of what you have while you have it it? Siggi 

shrugs, good-naturedly. Having chosen an ongoing relationship with its objects, Siggi 

cheerfully continues what he sees as a mutually extractive relationship with the base.  

 

The Lost 

When I speak with Steinþór, a municipal planner in Reykjanes, who has worked 

extensively on converting military facilities for their new usage today, he tells me that 

a generation of “know how” disappeared when the base shut down. “Things happened 

here for reasons Icelanders had no clue about – so sometimes it looked like they 

happened for no reason at all.” Icelanders who worked on the base, he (like others) 

tells me, were drawn into a weird world of surveillance and secrecy. They were 

excluded from a lot of what happened there, and this exclusion resulted in a problem 

when the government inherited the base: no one, he says, had a full picture of how 

things worked.  

But then again, the planner muses, that secrecy has also been carried on by 

Icelanders, themselves. He tells me that in the early days of renovation, they tried to 

bring in “old timers” who had worked on the base. But they found that those closest 
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to the inner workings of NASKEF infrastructure had “inherited this culture of not 

giving information away.” You’d ask them how to do something and they wouldn’t 

tell you – though maybe, if you were lucky, they would do it for a fee. Rolling his 

eyes, Steinþór frames “old timers’” suspicious affects as backward-facing; a reflexive 

imitation of the Americans. But in the time I spent with “old timers” on Reykjanes, I 

came to see their wariness as earned through experience. Having lived through 

Reykjanes’ last boom of building connections, some were rightly reluctant to 

participate again. 

 

The Left Out 

Before I started my work in Reykjanes, I was warned in particular about one last 

vestigial form: I was repeatedly told that people were racist here. These warnings 

were often issued by white Icelanders, who did not perceive such racism in the capitol 

(where it did, of course, exist). But where Reykjavík racism often appeared plausibly 

deniable, in Reykjanes, I was told that prejudice was made plainer, and that – as a 

visibly mixed-race American – I should prepare myself.  

Upon moving to Ásbrú in 2015, I first feel the edges of what they warned 

about in discussions of housing allocations at the old base. As former barracks are 

converted into apartment complexes, officials and neighbors openly wonder to whom 

these houses should go. Former Mayor of Reykjanesbær Árni Sigfússon vaguely 

references the problem of “creating the right community.” Kolbrún says she worries 

cheap housing will attract “those who, dare I say, don’t want to work.” Halldór goes 
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so far as to tell me he’s heard rumors that other municipalities have started 

“outsourcing their problems” to Reykjanes: they are sending “those who need social 

services” here, even buying them bus tickets and a first month’s rent. These anxious 

expressions of interest avoid the language of racial difference, but they are 

definitively racially-tinged. The classes of unwanted people they reference map 

substantially (if not exclusively) onto immigrants. No one tells me they wish the old 

base was exclusive to white Icelanders. But who is welcomed, wanted, and 

considered “the right community” is visible, for example, in the quality of service at 

grocery stores, or poignant stares in swimming pools. I feel myself slip in and out of 

these categories much more readily than I do in Reykjavík: tan skinned, dark haired, 

ethnically ambiguous, and speaking often imperfect Icelandic, in Reykjavík I am 

perceived as a visitor; in Reykjanes I am sometimes not welcomed as such. The 

question of belonging is more quickly answered in Reykjanes, and its answers more 

readily mapped onto people and place.  

 The racial exclusions I experienced in Reykjanes mark a presence that recalls, 

but does not merely repeat history. It is easy and important to draw the connection 

back to the ban on black servicemen at NASKEF (described in Chapter Three). But 

doing so also risks articulating a too-unified formation of racism in Reykjanes that 

existed then and persists today. To the contrary: in white supremacy the past is made 

present; its current expressions take traction from history, while denying the link in 

the very same breath (Gordon 1997). Through repurposing the inherited remains of 

American occupation, Reyknesingar express a problematic anxiety about this place 
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being and staying theirs. If “foreignness, at the time of NASKEF, denoted the real 

threat of an occupying power, today it seems to retain that perception, though the 

conditions of non-Icelandic presence have changed. The shifting, sticking suspicion 

of difference, then, reflects but also inappropriately transposes old inequalities. Like 

the other continuities from the base previously discussed here, this response is in no 

way predetermined – but it may be easier to more forward with wheels in well-

traveled grooves. 

 
*** 

 

Language, looting, lost knowledge, racialized exclusions – each poses 

problems of repurposing on the former NASKEF base. Each picks up something old 

and claims to make it something different. And each confronts a kind of friction, 

faced with the obduracy of those inherited things. I suggest that each illustrates 

Reyknesingars’ shifting relations to the base infrastructure that was so central to their 

lives for so long. In these incomplete uncouplings, we get a sense for the effort of 

repurposing a place made so deliberately. Infrastructures are “spatial arrangements of 

relationships that draw humans, things, words, and non-humans into patterned 

conjunctures" (Murphy 2013, 104). These modes of relating reach beyond objects, 

and go on when those objects start to fade or fray. This persistence leads some on 

Reykjanes to conclude that repurposing efforts here are hopeless. One former base 

employee who goes by Einarsson, says things here have just been too bad for too 

long: “Nothing comes from nothing,” he tells me. But there is something other than 
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nothing here. Ásbrú, in addition to being a rough-edged site of immanent and often 

intrusive memory, is also the “center for innovation in Iceland” now. This innovation, 

I suggest, is not happening in spite, or triumphantly on top of Ásbrú’s leftovers: it too 

is a product of these ambivalent remains. 

 

Data Centers and Data Peripheries 

At this point I want to return to Polaris: that stubbornly illegible storage hangar that 

we passed by briefly on Halldór’s tour. This is the most celebrated of Ásbrú’s new 

data centers, the most concentrated embodiment of Ásbrú’s tech-centered strategy. As 

discussed in Chapter One, Ásbrú’s turn to information technology partakes in a 

narrative of futurity that is far from specific to Iceland alone. Ideas of IT as the 

ultimate embodiment of modernity, and as automatically overcoming marginality, 

circulate widely in academic, popular, and public discursive space. Such an emphasis 

is evinced, for example, in the United Nations’ 2016 resolution on the internet, which 

positions digital access, in and of itself, as “an important tool for fostering citizen and 

civil society participation, for the realization of development in every community and 

for exercising human rights” (United Nations General Assembly 2016). A more 

insidious example is the trend noted by Helga Tawil-Souri, in which “high-tech 

globalization is posited as the route to openness and overcoming confinement” in 

Gaza, over support for Palestinian territorial sovereignty (2012, 28, emphasis in the 

original). In Iceland, where remoteness and isolation have long been sources of 

anxiety, and demonstrating integration a political priority, the promise of IT 
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infrastructure has taken shape as a “fervent discourse that ties information and 

communication technologies and their connecting powers with notions of capitalism 

and modernity, progress, efficiency, mobility, globalization and the compression of 

time and space” (Bjarnason 2010, 218). Close attention, however, to actual sites of 

technical connection quickly unsettles such optimistic imaginaries. While distributed 

computing makes possible the processing and storage of data across great distance, its 

infrastructure is still impactfully emplaced. The next chapter will interrogate the 

branding of Iceland as a “natural” home for the data center industry – and the 

consequences of this marketing move. But here I want to consider its siting in 

Reykjanes: Ásbrú is made a new home for data storage in direct relation to the “old” 

NASKEF base.  

I first hear of this connection on a visit to Polaris in Spring of 2015. Over a 

plate of cookies in the company kitchen, its voluble British Head of Marketing, 

Aaron, tells me the company settled on Iceland fast. When asked why a company 

funded by a British trust and American hedge fund would choose Southern Iceland to 

build its server farm, he tells me the board was enticed by Iceland’s inexpensive 

power pricing and 99% renewable energy grid. They also appreciated that, at the 

time, Iceland’s government was in the process of approving data processing and 

provision as exempt from value added tax. But Aaron catches my attention when he 

mentions the added benefit of the base’s “secure perimeter”: its elevated position 

inland, away from the coastline and its “safe” distance from the “local population” 

across the highway. It turns out that distance from urban activity is, for a data center 
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much like a military facility, a common security tactic and matter of convenience. 

And again like the base of a foreign military, this distance signals the role 

surrounding residents are expected to play.  

I follow up on this theme a week later with Alexander, an Icelandic engineer 

at Polaris. Born and raised on Reykjanes, Alexander was trained as an electrician, 

then worked for years in Reykjavík and Denmark before coming home in 2010. 

Chatting about the region’s history (several of his family members worked on base), 

he tells me it was really NASKEF that created the conditions for data center 

development today. It was NASKEF, he explains, that transformed the road into 

Reykjanes from a gravel track into a major highway. It was NASKEF that built what 

would become Iceland’s international airport, allowing foreign clients to conveniently 

drop by. It was NASKEF that extended a cable from the electrical grid to supply the 

peninsula with ample power. Loans from the U.S. (to incentivize their ongoing 

relationship) then fed into major hydropower projects, which developed in tandem 

with heavy industry. It is this industry’s (primarily aluminum smelters’) demands for 

reliable access to massive quantities of electricity that guarantee the low downtime 

data centers benefit from today. All these overlapping networks made Reykjanes 

attractive and accessible to data storage today. NASKEF, then, by making Reykjanes 

an infrastructural intermediary for the U.S. during the Cold War, paved the way for it 

to become a digital in-between. 

When Alexander was offered a job by Polaris, he was excited to leave his 

position in Reykjavík and move back home. He was proud to develop data storage 
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here, on Reykjanes, where he grew up. He tells me “there were huge expectations; 

people believed it would help the community after the closure of the base.” Indeed, 

local media coverage at the time touted the data centers’ transformative, far-reaching 

effects. In 2009 Mayor Árni Sigfússon sung their praises, claiming: “This high 

technology will lead to new professional knowledge in Iceland. While making use of 

green energy, it will greatly strengthen all industry – not only in Reykjanes but in the 

whole country” (Víkurfréttir 2009). I ask Alexander if the data centers have delivered 

on this promise, and he is measured in his response. “Everyone was talking about 

their hiring hundreds, and instead it’s been maybe five or ten.” But Alexander is a 

company man and a believer: “We’re growing, and as we grow there will be 

hundreds,” he promises.  

I ask if it bothers him that Polaris is foreign, and Alexander says no: “It gives 

us more belief. Icelanders look at something not from here and they say, ‘That’s the 

best. Something over the road? I would like that!’” He reminds me how recently 

Reykjanes was developed into the peri-urban region it is today: “150 years ago we 

lived in mud houses – now there’s all this luxury here.” For this too, he credits 

NASKEF – the base that was, for years, over the road from his own home. When I 

suggest, however, that ultimately, NASKEF did not treat Reykjanes well, Alexander 

nods thoughtfully, and says there has been a history here of consolidating wealth into 

big foreign entities, that, when it suits them, move away. He worries about this 

sometimes, in his own industry. “This is the fishing element in Icelanders: we only 

know to get raw material and sell it away.” What he means is that Icelanders catch 
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fish, freeze them, and export them to Denmark where they’re sold for ten times the 

price; they import bauxite from Australia, process it into aluminum, and American or 

Canadian companies profit from the sale. Iceland is in between, in other words, and it 

can be hard to get things to stick.  

One major tenant of the data centers on Reykjanes further drives Alexander’s 

point home. While Polaris serves a variety of enterprise clients – including a well-

known German car manufacturer, a risk-management company, and several hedge 

funds –  a large and growing number of servers in their facility (and the entirety of 

other Reykjanes data centers’ space) is devoted to the effort of “mining” Bitcoin. 

Bitcoin is a decentralized digital currency that was introduced in 2009. Differentiating 

itself from fiat money administered by nation-states, Bitcoin is produced and 

exchanged on the internet, with transactions verified through a public ledger, or 

“blockchain.” This process, widely seen as an important computational innovation, 

makes Bitcoin transactions both transparent and anonymous. Meanwhile, the 

maintenance of this public ledger is also the way new Bitcoins are produced. 

“Miners” are those who direct computational power toward updating the blockchain, 

solving complicated computational problems as a way of verifying their work. In 

return, additional Bitcoins are released. While early on, anyone could participate, the 

verifying problems are designed to get harder over time. Today, these computational 

challenges are so difficult that it takes a specifically engineered server – or a “pool” 

of miners consolidating their computational power – to profit from the process. 

Companies have been set up for precisely this purpose, and it is this kind of operation 
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that now populates many Icelandic data halls. Here, cheap power, free cooling, and 

NASKEF’s built-in security make for an especially appealing mining locale.  

In Bitcoin, of course, “mining” is just a metaphor. The work and rewards of 

extraction all happen online. And yet, its impacts are not immaterial: the always-on 

computer servers consume huge amounts of electricity, in 2018 surpassing the power 

consumption of all Icelandic homes, combined (Albertsson 2018). As the value of 

Bitcoin gained steadily over the course of my research (eventually peaking at almost 

$20,000 in December of 2017), the data centers quietly expanding on Ásbrú started to 

draw increased attention. In October of 2015, journalist Jón Bjarki Magnússon 

published a scathing exposé on the industry, linking one Bitcoin mining outfit on 

Reykjanes to a Georgian millionaire with corruption ties. The profits, Jón Bjarki 

estimated, would be in the billions – but it was evident they would not be benefitting 

Reykjanes (Magnússon 2015).  

 What Alexander, then, draws my attention to – and what the rise of Bitcoin 

lends additional weight – is the way the data center industry on Reykjanes seems to 

slide easily into old grooves. Alexander helps me situate the former base and present 

development in a longer history of extraction and instability, in which Reyknesingar 

themselves have been at once made irrelevant and enrolled. He shows how these 

resonances are at once a matter of inherited infrastructures, and a question of regional 

relations to those things. The data center industry in Reykjanes is made possible by 

old facilities, but is equally shaped by the old, uneven relationships that resurface as 

those infrastructures are brought back to life. The sticky history of the region, then, 
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feeds into the industry, despite all its future-oriented appeal. Specifically, data centers 

make use of its in-between-ness, and in doing so shore up the structures that keep 

Reykjanes in the same role. This inheritance is not emphasized by Polaris and other 

data centers’ future-focused public relations teams. But it is this history that carved 

the channels that facilitate new mobilities – of bits and bytes, content and capital, 

people and electricity – while also making some Reykjanes residents wary of these 

flows. 

Alexander is one of the few on Reykjanes who has experience with both 

industries, up close. Most Icelanders who worked on NASKEF are now employed in 

other fields: Arnar, the former mechanic, took a job at a bowling alley. Gunnar 

pursued a university degree. Others became salespeople, swimming pool attendants, 

or took work at the commercial airport, whose runways radiate out from the former 

base. By and large, these longtime Reykjanes residents are circumspect in their 

evaluation of the new industry: not because they fear the change of new connections, 

but precisely because they recognize them from before. Gunnar sees data storage as 

all hype and no substance, another foreign industry “sent from above.” Arnar admits 

he is not against the prospect of just “tearing the goddamn thing down.” Many more 

are suspending judgment, waiting to see what – if anything – comes. And some 

indeed do take cautious pride in what is done here: Reykjanes-based servers ran 

design simulations for the BMW-I8 and rendered the blockbuster film Everest. Still, 

what is clear to them is that data storage so far has not remedied, but indeed may 

perpetuate the peninsula’s marginality. Several people I talk to settle on the 
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conclusion that “at least there were jobs on the base.” Data centers, that is, reproduce 

NASKEF’s extractive dynamics, but not its intimacies – however fraught they may 

have been.  

 

                  

Figure 28: Polaris data center (behind fence), between the radio tower (left) and old 
accounting facilities (right) (Photo by Alix Johnson) 
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Figure 29: Construction site at Polaris, seen from behind. As of Summer, 2015, the 
company had just negotiated a major expansion with KADECO (Photo by Alix 

Johnson) 
 
 
Ruins, Rubble, and the Reykjanes Making of IT 

In “Imperial Debris,” Anne Stoler calls for attention to the afterlives of imperial 

forms. Critiquing postcolonial scholarship that too readily separates the present from 

the past, she argues that empire is actually ongoing, still active in “the material and 

social afterlife of structures, sensibilities, and things” (2008: 194). Through such 

remains, Stoler models the study of “ruination”: mapping the ways imperial 

formations do damage, albeit in shifting and sometimes surprising forms. Ruins, she 

argues, refuse to be relegated to history. Attending to ruins means tracing the specific 

pathways through which past formations continue to operate28. Few sites may evoke 

																																																								
28 Here I would like to register how Stoler’s framework sits at an awkward angle to a body of 
scholarship known as decolonial critique. Whereas Stoler’s “ruins” directs attention to empire’s 
afterward (even in its effort to show how its ongoing impact), decolonial theory explicitly figures 
empire as presently active, and positions itself as both a political and epistemic project of “confronting 
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the afterlife of empire more poignantly than a decommissioned military base. The 

scenes I’ve described here speak to Stoler’s ruination: they are visceral degradations, 

forceful fallings apart. The old base, even absent its source of animation, facilitates 

some possibilities and forecloses more. But a key property of ruination is its hostile 

liveliness: these were not inert objects left lying around. Instead, refuse is ready to be 

enrolled in “reappropriations and strategic and active positioning within the politics 

of the present” (Stoler 2008: 196, see also Edensor 2005). Ásbrú is active in the 

present tense.  

 In this an adjacent idea is helpful: “rubble,” as developed by Gastón Gordillo. 

Rubble is not far from Stoler’s ruins – it also emphasizes the ways that destruction 

reverberates. But rubble is intended to point toward the immanent. Rubble is the stuff 

that people live with; rubble gets put to use rather than preserved. As such, it speaks 

directly to place-making, as “a conceptual figure that can help us understand the 

ruptured multiplicity that is constitutive of all geographies as they are produced, 

destroyed, and remade” (Gordillo 2014: 2). Gordillo frames rubble as a theory of the 

subaltern; a local category if not exactly an emic term. There are many ways such a 

characterization fits in Reykjanes, and there are some important ways in which it does 

not. Iceland was occupied by the American military, but it was not the target of 

violence, intervention, or control. Instead, Iceland was instrumentalized as a place in 

																																																																																																																																																														
and delinking from…the colonial matrix of power (Mignolo 2011 xxvii). Colonial power, these 
authors argue, did not end with formal de-colonization, and decolonial practices can be traced back to 
the 16th century (Quijano 2000). In this chapter I find Stoler and Gordillo’s attention to “leftovers” 
most useful, as Reykjanes represents a strange site where the immanent instantiation of empire 
withdrew – in such a situation, I find their theoretical instruments helpful in attending to what was left 
behind. As a broader political and knowledge-making practice, however, I find the interventions and 
insights of decolonial theory extremely important, and suggestive for future directions in this research.    
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the middle: as I have argued, the island was made an in-between. Here I am 

suggesting that the physical enactments of this position, as well as the affective 

stances they inspired, continue to act in and on Reykjanes, even as they start to rust, 

erode, and decay. But Reykjanes shows us rubble is not only a matter of survival (as 

it was for Gordillo’s interlocutors). It is also the stuff of optimism, planning, and 

desire in the forward-looking mode of IT. 

 Rubble, I suggest, occasions the intersection of two emerging bodies of work 

on infrastructure. On the one hand, scholars have worked to theorize the thick 

histories that give contemporary systems their grip. Graham and Marvin have 

described “the constant flux of [the] urban process” as “many superimposed, 

contested, and interconnecting infrastructural ‘landscapes’” (2001: 8). Brian Larkin, 

in his study of Nigerian urban media, likewise argues that “newly developed 

networks do not eradicate earlier ones but are superimposed on top of them, creating 

a historical layering over time” (2008: 6). More recently, Nikhil Anand has described 

this process as “accretion,” framing infrastructures as the gradual accumulation of 

“discourses, materials, practices, and technologies” that build off one another in 

unsteady stacks (2015). This layering literature, then, rightly reminds us of 

infrastructural histories and the ways they persist through material things.  

 On the other hand, theorists have recently taken an interest in infrastructural 

breakdown, neglect, and decay. Julie Chu, for example, as discussed previously, 

argues that state power in China is exercised through deliberately enabling housing 

disrepair (2014). In a related move, Christina Schwenkel has argued that while 
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Vietnames water infrastructures were a key mode of performing the post-war success 

of the state, their eventual neglect and abandonment signaled to citizens the shirking 

of its responsibility (2015). This literature on breakdown, then, focused on claims-

making, tends to point in the direction of the future – however precarious it may be 

(see also Anand 2012, Jackson 2015).  

 In theorizing the transition in Reykjanes as rubble, I aim to tap into both of 

these registers as they are manifested in infrastructure’s material persistence. I show 

how infrastructures’ remaking rests on their undoing, but that this undoing creates 

rough edges that catch. This is not an unprecedented insight, but it is an important one 

when applied to IT. Rubble resists framings of IT as novel, immaterial, or everywhere 

the same. The IT industry was not attracted to Reykjanes for its business climate, 

community, or capital flows. Instead data centers came to make use of remains here: a 

“secure perimeter,” a surplus of energy, and a surrounding “population” accustomed 

to being left out of others’ loops. Likewise, Reykjanes has not been totally 

transformed by data storage – instead, many residents experience the new industry as 

a disappointing continuation of what came before. In conceiving of these remains as 

rubble, then, I trace ruination as it persists – is perpetuated – through what appears as 

progress and gain. The data center industry is not as new as it would appear on 

Reykjanes; instead it is the result of waiting, wanting, and making do. It is the product 

of a persistence of forms and functions that is not clearly or deliberately “chosen,” but 

widespread and resonant nevertheless. 
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The Really Ruined: An Alternative Image of Decay 
 

Midsummer 2016, half a year after I finish fieldwork, I find myself in 

Hörnstrandir, a nature preserve and another peninsula 165 miles North of Reykjanes. 

I am here with the people who are going to be my in-laws, and we are here to dig a 

ditch. We drove six long hours from Reykjavík to the West Fjords, then took a boat 

across a choppy channel to Hesteyri, at the Southern tip of Hörnstrandir. Hesteyri was 

once the site of a small township, but its distance and difficulty to access made it a 

hard place to live year-round. In the late 1940s, its residents agreed to pick up and 

move to the mainland, leaving just a handful of structures behind: the old school, the 

old whaling station, the old doctor’s house. Today, a few of these structures serves as 

a guesthouse, operated by a family of former Hörnstrandir residents for travelers who 

come in the summer to hike.  

My partner’s family also comes up every summer, to help their old friends 

with the never-ending work of maintenance, repurposing, and repair. In return, they 

get lodging on the picturesque peninsula, and the sense of contributing to something 

they care about. Last year they built a small dam in the river, halfway up the 

mountain from the house. This year, we dig a long, wet, rocky channel and lay in it 

the cable that will carry electricity from the dam. I am not particularly good at this 

labor. I get blisters quickly and complain furtively in our room. But I also experience 

a taste of the feeling of having made life in this place more possible, against what 

appear to be significant odds. 
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A few days in, we take a “break” to hike Straumnesfjall, the largest mountain 

on the peninsula and former site of American radar station H-4 – which my partner’s 

father, an engineer, thinks that I should see. It takes us two full days to hike up it, 

winding up switchbacks that alternate between brilliant green, bouncy moss fields and 

steep, hard packed segments of ice and snow. As we near the top, a dense grey fog 

surrounds us, and we join a trail that used to be a service road. At the point when we 

can no longer see anything, find ourselves amidst the remains of H-4: a cluster of 

concrete buildings in various states of progressive decay. We spread out and explore 

them, testing their edges. I open the rusty door to one building and find it full of 

snowfall. Another building we accidentally stumble into: like a stage, one wall has 

completely fallen away. Some buildings still house skeletons of chairs and tables. In 

others, walls have eroded, leaving pipes peeking through. A light layer of moss grows 

up at the edges of some structures, but even the plant life seems not to be trying hard 

here. The only animals we see are birds that circle above us, then dive suddenly, 

reminding us of our proximity to the edge.  
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Figure 30: Old buildings of H-4 radar station, Hörnstrandir (Photo by Birkir 
Brynjarsson) 

 

                    
 

Figure 31: Remains of one building in decay at H-4, Hörnstrandir (Photo by Birkir 
Brynjarsson) 

 
 
 

Construction on H-4 started in 1953, one year after the inhabitants of the 

nearest town (like those of Hesteyri) permanently decamped for the mainland. Its 
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purpose was to monitor the movements of Soviet aircraft, and pass the information 

onto the NASKEF base (which would send its own planes to shadow interlopers, 

communicating to the Soviet Union that the region was watched). Significant 

difficulties, however – access, weather, isolation – slowed construction, and the 

station was not operational until 1958. It was run for two years by a full-time force of 

100 Americans, and then it was closed in 1960, conceded as too expensive to 

maintain. In that time, rumors reached the mainland of men so lonely they threw 

themselves off the cliff. An informational plaque leftover in Látrar seems to half-

heartedly counter such assessments, quoting one soldier who described H-4 tellingly 

as “better than being on the battlefield.”  

 In 2016, my in-laws are bemused and unsentimental, shaking their heads and 

laughing as we tromp through the debris. They take silly pictures and post them to 

Facebook. We all try to keep my partner’s 10 year-old nephew from getting tetanus, 

but no one much minds that he climbs through windows and swings from doors. 

Once, he breaks a piece of glass and looks up at me wide-eyed, instinctively guilty 

then immediately thrilled. We are all here to appreciate destruction, so a little extra 

surely won’t hurt. Up on Straumnesfjall, I know that is the point of our tour here: we 

are not here not to marvel at this feat of engineering, but rather at the region’s ability 

to consume it whole. It is the satisfaction of watching something be digested, and it 

lends the whole excursion a giddy, transgressive feel. At H-4 we are on the side of 

erosion, rooting for something to take this place apart.  
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 The H-4 radar station, utterly abandoned, is an alternative vision of Ásbrú. So 

remote it is impractical to demolish (much less repurpose), it is a site of neglect that’s 

not cause for concern. Neither deliberately preserved nor made use of, H-4 marks a 

past with no human future. Miles of tortuous transportation from the nearest 

township, H-4 is a severed connection much easier to ignore. But some of us make 

the trek up here anyway, hiking for days to see what’s still here. Part of this spectacle 

has been for my benefit, but my in-laws would have made the trip here anyway. I 

wonder what to make of this morbid curiosity as I trail after them on the equally 

difficult trek down. Ultimately, after returning to Reykjanes, I come to suspect that in 

places like Ásbrú, the weight of the past warps plans and bends desires. We are made 

to feel an uncomfortable ongoing connection to whatever it was that came before. In 

places like these, we feel ourselves forced into it – by our ovens that demand fixing; 

by our preferences and prejudices; by the intractability of our own tongues. But up at 

H-4, where infrastructures are left to unravel, we – those of us who are no longer 

bound to them – might experience the satisfaction of an actual end. This is a 

pilgrimage apparently worth making, for this taste of an otherwise we don’t get to 

live.  

 
*** 

 

 In order to do justice to the time I spent on Reykjanes, and the conversations I 

had with residents there, it has been important to me to emphasize in this chapter the 

feeling of past-ness that pervades the place. Here I have attempted to show how 
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infrastructural histories condition the possibilities available at Ásbrú. But it is not 

only locals, whose lives are entangled with the peninsula’s, who have a stake in what 

happens on Reykjanes. In the next chapter, I turn to the aspirations circulating in the 

international data center industry about this place. There I follow another set of 

imaginations  that feed into the IT infrastructures being built in Iceland – and, as we 

will see, their much wider effects. 
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Chapter Five: The Middle of Nowhere 
 
 
On the opening night of World Hosting Days 2015, the self-described “world’s most 

important event for the hosting and cloud services industry,” an unnervingly 

charismatic British man pumps the crowd. “How are we?” he bellows, and the sea of 

mostly white, male, European attendees around me, idly tapping away on their 

smartphones, makes a vaguely affirmative collective moan. The emcee falters – he 

has his work cut out for him – but keeps on bouncing through his bit, ribbing industry 

bigwigs and reminding us to Tweet. Then he dims the lights and plays a heavily-

produced retrospective of last year’s conference, entitled “An Event of Superlatives.” 

There is swelling music in surround sound and a sweeping panorama of packed 

exhibitor halls. There are short flashes from rowdy parties with female dancers and 

flowing beer. And then there are brief, glowing testimonials from attendees. One 

earnest, flushed-faced man leans into the camera and tells us: “It’s one location in the 

middle of nowhere, but everyone traveled to get all the way here…and there’s no way 

out!” He beams.  

 As was discussed in the Introduction, “cloud services,” or cloud computing 

more broadly, refers to the shift of computational work and resources online. That is, 

rather than having to store, manage, and manipulate data on a local hard drive, such 

actions can take place at great physical distance, at a data center miles, countries, or 

continents away. It is this development that allows us to save our documents on 

Dropbox; collaborate in real-time over Google Drive; and store our photos and music 

in ways that make them available across multiple devices and physical sites. “The 
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cloud” then, refers to the totality of this new geography of data existing at a distance 

from its source. The “cloud industry” refers to the new and growing universe of 

infrastructures, products, services, employment and investment opportunities 

associated with managing data as it moves.  

 In recent years, media theorists have noted that the distribution of digital 

infrastructure contributes to a false sense of the internet’s immateriality, a notion of 

the internet as diffuse and abstract (Carruth 2014 Gabrys 2011, Hu 2015). This 

dizzying sense of dislocation (Johnson and Hogan 2017) is made eminently palpable 

at World Hosting Days. Held this year at Europa Park: a surreally off-season 

amusement park in Western Germany that groups its rides and attractions by region, 

here the cloud would indeed appear to be “everywhere and nowhere” at once (Carruth 

2014, 340). Here, golden domes and a simulated space station signal “Russia”; tiled 

fountains and flamenco shows indicate “Spain.” Iceland is represented by a 

lighthouse, whaling station, coffee shop, and a daunting roller coaster called “Blue 

Fire.” The cloud industry’s claims to placelessness land particularly hard here, as we 

are shuttled between events on a monorail, looking down at miniature re-creations of 

regions, stylized and simplified. Place is a plaything, a relic, a special effect. 

Attendees seem to feel and feed off of this giddy freedom: they sip from sodas and 

leave them half-empty; mid-stride and mid-sentence, they drop their garbage on the 

floor.  

 This general sense excess, however, speaks to the new industry’s profitability. 

Today, it is estimated that data storage is a $50 billion dollar industry (Centaur 
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Partners 2015). And to the cloud architects, custodians, and profiteers gathered here, 

place has an important role to play. Its importance is driven home to me in the buzzy 

exhibitor hall, where industry representatives in corporate polos jostle to demonstrate 

their wares. Software, servers, and cooling systems are up and running; each table is 

bedecked with mints, key chains, lighters, lanyards, and pens. But amidst all this 

distraction it is still easy to find “the Iceland booth”: it is the one swathed in aurora 

borealis blue and green. Its walls are adorned with high-resolution images of 

impressive waterfalls and intricate constellations of ice. Front and center is a podium 

with pamphlets inviting you to “Invest in Iceland,” and a tub of spirits chilling on ice. 

Egill, the Project Manager for the state’s data center development, who generously 

(and mischievously) invited me to the conference, grins and offers me a shot of vodka 

at 11:00 A.M.  

 “The Iceland booth” is an impressive artifact, the result of a joint effort between 

the foreign investment office, the telecommunications operator, the power company, 

and a major data center developer. Their goal is to attract foreign direct investment to 

Iceland in the form of data center construction and clientele. Everyone knows this is a 

heady time in the industry, and landing a major data center contract can be hugely 

lucrative. They also know that Iceland offers what Egill describes as a “unique value 

proposition” to the industry – its cool climate and renewable energy significantly 

lower operating costs, making Iceland exciting for international developers. So Egill 

and his team lean into their location in this year’s showing at World Hosting Days: 

they have distilled the essence of Iceland down into a simplified, strategic, and 
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appealing image that rivals the “Iceland village” on display in the nearby park.  

In this chapter I take up this sometimes playful, sometimes cynical, but always 

strategic interplay of place, and imagination at work across the data storage industry – 

which World Hosting Days, in all its tawdry spectacle, manages to demonstrate so 

well. In this, I continue the work I started in the last chapter, of tracing the 

interrelating imaginaries and materialities that make and shape data storage on 

Iceland’s Reykjanes peninsula. But if Chapter Four examined local relationships to 

the site of their construction, Chapter Five turns to the transnational encounters that 

reframe the region for the industry. Specifically, it takes up developers’ efforts to 

situate Iceland as a place “naturally” suited to data storage. While data center 

developers describe a seamless fit for their new, clean, “green” industry, I show how 

they actually partake in a long history of actively constructing stories about Iceland’s 

climate, and making an ambivalent resource of its cold. In doing so, however, they 

work to expand the industry in ways that contribute significantly to anthropogenic 

climate change in the Arctic and beyond. Iceland, then, works as a physical and 

figurative relay, whose framing as a clean, “green,” and cold place allows the data 

storage industry to continue practices that actively work against these claims. In other 

words: this chapter illustrates the global impacts of Iceland’s being positioned as an 

intermediary place.  

 
Hot air 
 
I spend the summer of 2015 living across the street from Polaris, at the time of my 

research the largest of several international data centers being developed in the 
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footprint of the former NASKEF base29. I can see the fence from my kitchen window, 

and hear its droning generators on my morning run. But my attempts at making 

contact with corporate go unnoticed until I am invited by Egill to World Hosting 

Days, where I wrangle “face time” with its Marketing Director, Aaron. Part of most 

data centers’ security strategy is staying under the public radar – which is part of the 

reason why Polaris has chosen to build on Reykjanes, amidst the semi-repurposed 

ruins of the once-militarized plateau. The data center is encircled by a security fence 

and cameras. There is no signage on the building directing inside. The website offers 

contact information for clients, but none for media, concerned citizens, or curious 

anthropologists. But when I meet Aaron, an affable, ruddy-faced Brit in person, he 

waves aside “security” with a sweeping gesture of his hand. He gives me an elevator 

pitch and a business card, and two weeks later, back in Iceland, I am invited in for a 

tour.   

 I show up for my visit on a cold, windy morning, though most days are windy 

on the former base – it is this wind that Americans stationed at NASKEF still 

remember, with a shudder or a rueful laugh. When I pull up to the gate and give my 

name at the intercom, a man’s voice directs me to drive between two buildings and 

park next to the white SUV. Inside, the campus is under construction. Cones and 

yellow security tape cordon off the second building, just behind and apparently 

identical to the first. A handful of men in construction hats pass me, splashing lightly 

on the muddy gravel ground. Coils of cabling are stacked outside. Through the main 

																																																								
29 Since that time, a new Bitcoin mining development has surpassed Polaris in square footage and 
energy consumption – although it maintains a lower profie. 



	 179 

entrance, I am admitted to a security corridor by a young Icelandic guard who checks 

my ID and gives me a clip-on visitor’s badge. Through the glass barrier between us I 

see his monitors, twenty panels of security footage scanned at a time. I sit on the 

single plastic chair that constitutes a waiting room until my host, Jaime, comes out.  

 Jaime, the American Director of Business Development at Polaris, is dressed 

in black, an understated company logo emblazoned on the chest of his fleece. He has 

just flown in from Miami but looks more composed than I do, a manifestly well-

seasoned tour guide. He ushers me into a small ante-room where he orients me to the 

space, and our tour. Polaris, he tells me, was founded in 2009 and this facility opened 

in February, 2012. Today they have around 1000 servers; they have doubled their 

capacity each of the past two years. Smiling, savoring it, Jaime gives me what is 

clearly his standard line: “what we offer here is pure power.” What he means is that 

energy is the selling point of Polaris; the selling point of Iceland, itself. He opens the 

door into the data hall, a narrow corridor, bright and blindingly white.  

 We proceed down the hallway, following the flow of multi-colored cables 

neatly caged overhead, until we stop in front of one discrete door. We tramp 

purposefully over a patch of sticky paper, a dust trap designed to clean the soles of 

our shoes, and into one of Polaris’s Tier-3 server rooms. A data center’s “tier” refers 

to the level of security, management, and maintenance that go into it. Industry 

standards define four tiers of data center, from Tier-1’s basic power, cooling, and 

connection, to Tier-4’s fully redundant systems with backup network links as well as 

fault-resistant and dual-powered sources of cooling, storage, and power (Uptime 
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Institute)30. Tier-1 describes the server systems inside most small businesses; Tier-4 

is the designation of mission-critical infrastructure, corporate and state. This Tier-3 

facility at Polaris is a highly robust and secure system that, Jorge tells me, exceeds 

most enterprise clients’ needs.  

 The lights turn on automatically when the door opens, and the modular 

architecture comes into view. The equipment here emits a faint and ambient 

humming, the kind of soft drone you feel at the back of your throat. Server racks are 

arranged in neat, narrow glass hallways, with a separate locked entrance to each row 

in between. Each row is also connected to its own power system (UPS for 

“uninterruptable power supply”) as well as a backup generator. This means, Jaime 

tells me, that the uptime of servers housed here is “virtually one hundred percent” - 

that is to say, barring spectacular catastrophe, the data stored and managed here will 

never be out of reach. Some customers pay for a single rack in this room; others rent 

out entire halls. Some fly to Iceland to assemble their own equipment; others simply 

Fed-Ex their servers and pay Polaris technicians to plug them in. 

 Unlocking one of the doorways with his ID card, Jaime tells me that the 

abiding design principle of a data center is managing hot and cold air. Computational 

processing generates heat – the warmth you feel building at the back of your 

computer if you leave it running too long on your lap. When too much heat is 

generated, computers run inefficiently; more, and eventually they burn themselves 

																																																								
30 There are, in fact, two competing industry standards: those cited here from the Uptime Institute, and 
the TIA-492, developed by the Telecommunications Industry Association. Both bodies certify data 
center operations, and Jaime describes the differences between them as “subtle at best.” 
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out. So in a room stacked with dozens or hundreds of servers, dedicated to running 

twenty-four hours a day, keeping the temperature low is key. To do so, air is moved 

through “hot aisles” and “cold aisles”: carefully engineered channels for maintaining 

a balanced flow. Server racks are arranged in pairs back-to-back; cold air is then 

brought up through the floor below us, and blown into the front of each rack – one 

reason the glass doors are always kept closed. Hot air, emitted from the back of the 

servers, is likewise “trapped” in the hot aisle behind them. This delicate ecosystem is 

hardly designed for humans (only to accommodate bodies briefly for setup, 

maintenance, and repair), so we squeeze a bit to step inside and feel the stark 

difference on our skin: a stifling, steadily blowing dry heat. We step back out into the 

wider but still well-contained cool aisle, and Jaime carefully seals the door.  

 Jaime then escorts me back into the white hallway, out of this building and 

into the next: Polaris’s Tier-1 campus. This is what Aaron, the Marketing Director, a 

shade more casual than Jaime, refers to cheerfully as the “low rent zone.” When he 

opens the door though, again with his ID card, I am duly wowed by the scope and 

scale. This facility is all one room – a warehouse – and floor-to ceiling racks of 

servers tower twenty feet in the air. If the Tier-3 facility had felt too small for human 

comfort, the Tier-1 zone feels almost comically over-large. On the shelves above us, 

servers are stacked, staggered, each emitting small, steadily blinking green lights. On 

the wall to the left of us stand the power suppliers, with one transformer feeding 

every other aisle. Fluorescent lights, hung from the ceiling, sway somewhat 

unnervingly overhead. A light wind is coming in from a full wall of open windows – 
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each outfitted with thin, fluffy air filters that undulate like anemones in what Jaime 

proudly refers to as the “raw Icelandic air.”  

 

   

Figure 31: Tier 1 server racks in a data hall under construction (Photo by Alix 
Johnson) 
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Figure 32: Hallway at Polaris, flanked by data halls (Photo by Alix Johnson) 
 

Here too, raising his voice to be heard over the lower and heavier machine 

hum, Jaime tells me there is a hot aisle and a cold aisle – if less completely 

quarantined than in the Tier-3 zone. Cold air is ushered in through the windows, and 

hot air is sucked upwards through a fan. Where most data centers need to budget 

expensive air conditioning to keep their rooms of server racks cool, in Iceland, Jaime 

tells me, they “just open the windows.” He says, a little snottily, “You should see the 

data centers in China – servers running in 35 degrees Celsius and going down all the 

time.” But here Iceland’s climate makes cooling easy – just a matter of using air from 

outside. Jaime gestures grandly from the power suppliers to the windows, and repeats: 

all the sophisticated infrastructure at a data center can be boiled down to keeping the 
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hot from the cold. Polaris’s proposition is that here, in Iceland, they are able to do it 

better than anyone else.  

 
*** 

 

As it turns out, all of the data center industry might be productively seen as a 

problem of managing hot and cold. Power – but in particular, the energy required to 

cool servers – is the industry’s greatest expenditure (McCarthy and Saitta 2012). The 

startup cost of building a data center is far outshadowed by the cost it takes to run. 

Developers tell me you can put a server farm anywhere, but its real costs will accrue 

in the long term (which in this industry means, ten to fifteen years). In this equation 

developers weigh local taxes, labor costs, and network pricing – but according to 

Egill, the lead for data center development at the government agency Invest in Iceland 

(and the mind behind “the Iceland booth”), “power is the biggest driver in the data 

center game.” Increasingly, then, the data center industry is distributed according to 

climate-based calculus. This has led to emerging concentrations in cold places, as 

well as a proliferation of bad puns: Polaris has been called “the world’s coolest data 

center”; the Arctic is referred to as “the node pole” (Hogan 2013, Holt and Vonderau 

2015). 

However, beyond the cost savings of cold climates, the cloud itself raises 

climatic concerns. Despite early industry rhetoric of “greening,” (framing 

computation as an alternative to paper waste), data centers’ demands for power, and 

reliance on fossil fuels and coal have attracted attention in recent years. In 2016, data 



	 185 

centers’ electricity consumption was estimated at 461.2 terawatt hours; studies show 

that this figure doubles every four years (Bawden 2016, Greenpeace 2012. Such 

figures suggest that data centers, quickly and quietly, have become a significant 

environmental problem. Far from the cloud’s image of immateriality, the three 

million data centers currently estimated to operate (Carruth 2014, 350) represent a 

growing threat in terms of anthropogenic climate change. 

In addition, then, to the cost-pressures of a “cents industry” (one in which 

every penny counts), data centers have another reason to move their operations to 

cold climates: the increasing incentive to be seen as more “green.” Carbon footprint 

has been a growing conversation in the industry, driven in part by consumer demand. 

For example, in 2012, the environmental watchdog Greenpeace published a shaming 

exposé entitled “How Clean is Your Cloud?” (2012). Just two years later, it followed 

up with a more optimistic update, a compendium of corporate greening initiatives 

called “Clicking Clean: How Companies are Creating the Green Internet” 

(Greenpeace 2014). It was this moment that brought the industry to Iceland, in the 

wake of another impactful thaw: the post-Cold War warming in geostrategic relations 

that precipitated the closure of the NASKEF base. Between 2007 and 2012, three 

commissioned research reports were published on the potential of data center 

development in Iceland. While BroadGroup (2014), Price Waterhouse Coopers 

(2007), and the International Modern Media Institute (McCarthy and Saitta 2012) 

differ on some details, all three wholeheartedly (and unsurprisingly) support the 

development of the industry on the island. Addressing a profit-minded audience of 
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developers and state officials, they stress the increasing importance of siting: a 

successful data center locale requires energy, connectivity, and an amenable legal 

climate (McCarthy and Saitta 2012). Connectivity and jurisdiction, as each report 

details, are complicated questions of regulation and corporate interests. Energy, 

however, is a plain matter of luck. Iceland’s abundant access to hydroelectric and 

geothermal energy (73% and 27% of Iceland’s energy grid, respectively) make it an 

especially appealing locale. The authors of these recommendations are tactful: 

sustainability should be an incentive in and of itself – but the clear implication is that 

it could also make for some powerfully effective PR.  

Since these first exploratory reports were published, the industry has 

flourished in Iceland: in addition to Reykjanes’ three major data centers, one more is 

now operating in Hafnarfjörður, and another is planned in Reykjavík. Their 

promotional material makes enthusiastic use of the imagery its early proponents 

prescribed. In literature from Invest in Iceland, Landsvirkjun (the national power 

company), and the data center developers themselves, Iceland is unanimously framed 

as clean and “green.” All strategically deploy powerful images of pristine nature 

(waterfalls and geysers are two prominent themes) to index Iceland’s abundant 

energy. The cover of a promotional brochure from Polaris features backlit clouds, 

lightly snow-dusted lava, and a tapped geyser discharging a powerful stream: “What a 

great place to put a data center,” it says. Aaron, Polaris’s Director of Marketing, puts 

it more plainly, quipping: “Iceland is where evolution would put a data center.” 
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Figure 33: Cover of data center promotional brochure, 2014 

 

 This slick and stylish self-promotion first incited in me a debunking impulse. I 

imagined my work would disprove data centers’ claims to “natural” harmony. I 

expected to track broken corporate promises, to trace tangible impacts on the land. In 

short, I envisioned my critique as unmasking, exposing a mismatch between their 

story and the world it described. Upon settling into Reykjanes, however, two factors I 

found there shifted my approach. The first was Reyknesingars’ utter disinterest in this 

inquiry, which was met, almost to a person, with a shrug. I was told the data centers 

consumed less energy than aluminum smelters – the other major extractive industry 

on the island – and produced far fewer side-effects. If they did create locally 

impactful forms of pollution, they had yet to be felt on the peninsula. It was 

disappointing that the data centers had failed to produce as many jobs as expected (or: 

as explicitly promised in media campaigns), but if anything that just made them seem 

more benign: “They’re just big refrigerators,” one friend said. The questions I came 
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in with, then, were did not seem relevant to my interlocutors in Reykjanes. Their 

widespread indifference was my first incentive to re-think my investigation, to frame 

my inquiry in another way. The second was Andri Snaer Magnason.    

Andri Snaer is an author, environmental activist, and was something of a dark 

horse presidential candidate in 2015 when I had the opportunity to hear him speak. A 

longtime critic of aluminum smelting in Iceland, he used his platform to unpack the 

industry’s aims: smelters, he said, think Iceland’s energy is a limitless horizon. They 

(and the government they often contribute to) cite Iceland’s potential energy 

production at 30 terawatt hours per year: a truly impressive figure on its face. Andri 

Snær, however. cutting a reassuring figure in wire-rimmed glasses and muted tweed, 

said he double-checked these numbers. “How do you arrive at the 30 TWH estimate? 

By damming virtually every river in Iceland, including those protected in national 

parks.” Smelters, then, and their supporters, project a future for Iceland in their own 

image, and these imaginaries matter in the shape the industry takes. Aluminum 

smelters, under the guise of “green” energy, discursively claim every river in Iceland 

as part of their program. Even setting aside the many documented environmental 

harms of hydropower, this is an alarming maneuver – one that presumes nature to 

exist in service of industry, with no political process to negotiate, debate, and 

allocate.  

Data centers also partake in a narrative of limitless potential. They also tell 

stories about Icelandic nature – in particular, Icelandic cold. And, contrary to my 

original assessment, it is not these stories’ falseness that bears debunking: it is their 
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productivity that calls for being explored. In this chapter, then, I situate the data 

center industry’s present efforts in a broader history of using climate to render the 

island available in others’ minds. Such imaginaries are uncertain, strategic 

achievements that emerge from specific, embodied encounters and feed into broad 

assumptions about people and place. On his tour, Jaime said, as if demystifying: it’s 

just “pure power”; “raw Icelandic air.” I aim to complicate these assessments. These 

are narrative uses of nature that sanction extractive ones. This is another issue of hot 

and cold.   

 

“Airs, Waters, Places” 

In 1771 the Danish colonial government gifted Iceland thirteen reindeer. Deposited 

by boat on one of the Westman Islands, the fledgling herd quickly died off. In 1777, 

twenty-three more reindeer were delivered – this time, to Reykjanes. This group 

multiplied and lasted longer, but also eventually went extinct. 1784 brought thirty-

five reindeer, and 1789 thirty-five more, released in the far North and East. This time, 

finally, the animals flourished - but so much so that by 1800 local farmers 

complained of their overgrazing, and were eventually granted permission to hunt 

them down (Thórisson 1984).  

All these surely bewildered reindeer came from a region in Northern Norway 

where they were and are herded by Saami people; they were shipped to Iceland, 

where they were and are not. One of many “distressingly unsuccessful” efforts by the 

Danish to foster economic development in their dependency, the reindeer episode 
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illustrates a particular moment of confidence in relations between nature, place, and 

space (Karlsson 2000). In the 18th century, European natural scientists were mapping 

the world with a taxonomic zeal: plants and animals were catalogued in ever-

expanding compendiums, and classified by regional type: each creature had its 

heimat, its true and proper homeland, and each place was populated with the life that 

suited it best. (Mattern 2015, Oslund 2011). In these cartographies, climate was 

understood as the cause of difference: the North was characterized by its cold, and 

“Northern” creatures were those that could withstand it (Oslund 2011). So despite 

significant differences in ecological conditions, as well as a pointed lack of 

experience and interest in herding itself, it was assumed that both Icelanders and 

reindeer belonged to the North. Both were “naturally” suited to the cold climate, and 

so the two, together, would figure it out. Of course they didn’t, and today the 

simplification seems absurd in retrospect. But these associations were not then new to 

Iceland, and they have not much loosened in the centuries since.   

It is possible to track ideas about Iceland even before it had permanent 

residents; long before the nation was claimed. According to historian Peter Davidson, 

the territories of the North Atlantic were long seen as sites of cultural difference, 

owing again to climatic extremes. In antiquity, Iceland appears interchangeably with 

Ultima Thule: the northernmost conceptual endpoint of the knowable world (Karlsson 

2000). The Ancient Greeks and Romans saw “hyperborean” people as savages, since 

no “civilized” culture could possibly cope with such drastic swings between daylight 

and darkness, such total whiteness, quiet, and cold (Davidson 2005). These early 
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associations exemplify Michael Dove’s argument that theorizing climate is a project 

centuries old (Dove 2015). He traces such efforts to situate seasonal difference; to 

make sense of people based on attributes of place, back to Hippocrates’ “Airs, 

Waters, Places,” in which the physician argues that weather and climate determine 

human health and character. An illustrative endpoint in such a schema, Iceland’s 

climate has long marked it apart.   

Later centuries’ Europeans would pick up on these stories of North Atlantic 

difference, defined by cold. Issues of access contributed to perceptions of remoteness: 

their struggle to travel to and in Iceland made it, and its people, feel further away 

(Cruikshank 2005). Like accounts of dense jungles triggering aesthetic anxiety in the 

colonial agents expected to put them to work (Taussig 1984, Tsing 1993), Iceland’s 

over-exposed white expanses evoked in explorers and colonizers a different 

experience of awe and dread: a stirring sense of “untouched, original emptiness” 

(Krapp 2008: 836). But also echoing accounts of other apparently out-of-the-way 

places, imaginations of Iceland’s untamed wilderness rubbed off on Icelanders, 

themselves. Montesquieu, for example, echoing Hippocrates, argued that “Northern 

peoples,” because of their cold climates, were less vivacious, more sincere, and 

indifferent to love (1750). Northern nature, then, was still imagined as forbidding and 

inhospitable, and those who lived amidst it as being adapted to or with it (depending 

which emerging theory of evolution you believed) (Oslund 2011, Pálsson and 

Durrenberger 1989).    
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The late 19th and early 20th century, however, saw a reconfiguring of natural 

relations: rather than an obstacle, Iceland’s extreme climatic conditions began to be 

figured as a source of strength and pride. Visual artists such as Finnur Jónsson 

represented Iceland’s landscape as an aesthetic field for admiration (not only 

foreboding and fear). Early nationalist political leaders also articulated its power: it 

was argued, in the words of cultural historian Karen Oslund, that "Icelandic nature is 

extreme, unpredictable, even wild, but people live within this wilderness, and their 

character has been formed by the struggle with this nature" (2011: 54). Such a 

position quickly colored Icelanders’ claims to rightful sovereignty, and it also 

infected outsiders to Iceland, who learned to read the island’s extremes as a source of 

awe. Poet W.H. Auden’s Journey to Iceland is one example of such a tribute, 

lingering over Iceland’s “natural marvels” and contrasting, in its tongue-in-cheek 

conclusion, the native Icelander’s natural ability with the author’s self-conscious lack 

of skill:  

Again some driver 
Pulls on his gloves and in a blinding snowstorm starts 
Upon his deadly journey; and again some writer 
Runs howling to his art. 
(Auden 1937, Journey to Iceland) 

 

Thus while Icelanders were long perceived by Europeans as lesser peoples, savage if 

impressive in their strength, the narrative valence of these associations shifted: 

Icelanders and others re-told their relationship to the landscape, reframing cold as 

generative, powerful and empowering.  
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These claims to a national character forged in an unforgiving climate continue 

to resonate and do work today. Anthropologist Tinna Grétarsdóttir has documented 

how, in the early 2000s, the Icelandic state undertook a national branding project that 

emphasized links between the island’s nature and Icelandic ambition, innovation, and 

success. As a report called “The Image of Iceland” (Ímynd Íslands) stated, “The 

untamed forces of nature are analogues to Icelanders’ wild and often bold and 

unpredictable behavior. Yet, these characteristics should not be intimidating, as they 

have been central to the life-struggle of the nation; they should be celebrated and 

used” (Forsaetisraðuneytid 2008: 5, in Grétarsdóttir et. al. 2015). As Grétarsdóttir et. 

al. have subsequently argued, such discourse finds expression in neoliberal 

government understandings of Icelandic music and visual art. Creativity is seen as the 

“natural” outcome of Iceland’s “natural” environment, and such natural resources are 

meant to be used (Grétarsdóttir et. al. 2015).  

Grétarsdóttir and others have signaled similar equations in Iceland’s ever-

expanding tourism industry (2015). As Benediktsson, Lund, and Huijbens argue, 

tourism campaigns have successfully captured potentially off-putting natural 

phenomena (from volcanic eruptions to winter storms), turning them into 

opportunities for foreigners to access an “authentic” experience of Iceland 

(Benediktsson et. al. 2011). Here again, they emphasize an extreme climate and 

environment as a resource rather than a liability. As is evident in the proliferation of 

travel agencies, hotel developments, and gore-tex clad tourists in Reykjavík, these 

efforts have so far been successful: in 2016 Iceland hosted 1,792,200 tourists (the 
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national population is around 330,000) and tourism accounted for 39.2% of Iceland’s 

export revenue (Óladóttir 2017).  

At this point it should be easy to situate data centers’ self-promotions within 

this imaginative genealogy. From early explorers’ anxieties, to 18th century natural 

science, to 19th century nationalists, to tourism campaigns today, Iceland’s climate 

has been a generative and strategically told story. Once, Iceland’s cold signaled 

difference and difficulty; later, it became a regionally specific source of profit and 

power. Cold, that is to say, has long been made a resource – data centers’ promotional 

materials only do this more explicitly. Figuring Iceland as a site of natural cooling, 

and Iceland’s cold as pure and pristine, data center developers (like Jaime, on his 

proud tour of Polaris) imagine their industry as a “natural” fit for Iceland, an almost 

symbiotic partnership. What’s more, they claim to merely “harness” its power, 

consuming without extracting: “just open the windows,” Jaime says. This story, like 

others, is not exactly accurate, but powerfully generative nevertheless. In marking 

terrain by temperature, it charts a course for the industry, carving out a new niche for 

Iceland as it does. But heat spreads, and climate changes – in the Arctic more than 

anywhere else. 

 
Amplifier, intermediary, impediment 
 
The Arctic is a region defined differentially, with multiple points of potential 

attachmen. On some maps it is encircled by the latitude line above which the sun 

won’t rise on the shortest day of the year. On some, it is delineated by ice cover or 

tree line. And on others, like Iceland, which forms one small part of it, the Arctic is 
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defined by the cold. But in tracking the increased temperatures, rising sea levels, 

melting ice, and thawing permafrost that signal anthropogenic global warming, 

climate scientists have found that the Arctic is disproportionately impacted by 

anthropogenic climate change. In the past forty years, precipitation has risen, snow 

cover has fallen, and sea ice cover has decreased 15-20% (Hassol 2004). Air 

temperatures in the Arctic have risen at almost twice the global average (Screen and 

Simmons 2010), and predictive models show temperatures rising 4-7 degrees Celsius 

over the next hundred years (Hassol 2004). The Arctic may be known for its cold 

climate, but as the planet’s climate changes, that signifier slips.  

Several factors make the Arctic warm faster than other regions on earth. Low 

temperatures make evaporation impossible (as a route for releasing excess heat), and 

the fact that melting ice and snow reveals darker landmass, means that more and more 

of its territory comes to absorb energy more readily from the sun. Together, these 

phenomena are known as polar amplification: climate change affects the polar regions 

first and worst. It is already felt by Arctic residents, in particular indigenous 

communities who are losing access to wildlife herds, fishing stocks, and other 

valuable practices and sources of sustenance (Hassol 2004). But these effects, 

however impactful here, do not remain in the Arctic – amplification resonates 

everywhere. Polar ice melt is raising global sea levels, and shifting the balance of 

ocean salinity. These changes slow rates of ocean circulation, dampening one key 

mechanism through which warm water cools. Melting permafrost reveals vegetation 

that releases carbon dioxide and methane – greenhouse gases – into the air (Hassol 
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2004). The Arctic, it is said, “balances on the freezing point of water” (Overpeck et. 

al. 2005: 310). The warming of the Arctic warms the rest of the world.  

The movements, then of people and products; glaciers and currents; 

greenhouse gases and chlorofluorocarbons (hydrocarbons whose use contributes to 

ozone depletion in the upper atmosphere), are dramatically shifting the balance of hot 

and cold. The Arctic, known quintessentially for its cold climate, is – precisely 

because of it – at special risk of global warming, and a system with particular 

potential to make it spread. A striking illustration of the interplay between local and 

global, the Arctic as a region works like a relay; increasingly, you can see signs of 

wear and tear.  

 It is in this dynamic and damaged Arctic where data centers are now being 

sited aggressively. That is: the data storage industry, chastised for (local and global) 

warming, now increasingly seeks out the cold. The Arctic seems to offer a “natural” 

solution to industry pressures toward “greening” its image and cutting its costs. But 

the Arctic is itself especially susceptible to anthropogenic climate change – the 

climate change exacerbated by data storage itself. Some computational problems 

require continuous processing – for example, running complex simulations, mining 

Bitcoins, or rendering hours of edited film. These are most informed by power 

pricing, and most able to move to keep it low. But others – for example, high speed 

stock trading – respond to different pressures, and will site themselves not to save on 

power but to shave inches between the server and the stock exchange (Starosielski 

2015). These industries will not be relocating to Iceland, and do not particularly 
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prioritize being “green.” All this to say: by moving to Iceland and other Arctic 

locations, the data center industry is not reforming; it is dividing as a means to grow. 

We, as a computational collective are not consuming or producing less. While 

corporate excess has begun to be documented (for example, Glanz 2012), our 

individual internet usage is not without effect, as even the act of merely viewing a 

webpage consumes approximately 20 milligrams of C02 per second, or 72 grams an 

hour (Carruth 2014, 258)31. These consequences of our computational choices – as 

Alison Carruth calls it, the “micropolitics of energy” of the cloud – are obscure and 

not subject to, for example, the kinds of consciousness-raising campaigns that have 

convinced many consumers to partake in “meatless Mondays” or shorten their 

showers. Some have raised the question of limiting our data usage: according to Mél 

Hogan, “rationing information will become a necessary step given the current 

expansion rate of data, a model currently set to fail because it denies its own 

limitations” (Hogan 2013: 7; see also Cubitt et. al. 2011). In the industry, however, 

such predictions are quickly dismissed. Jaime, speaking at World Hosting Days 2015, 

opened his talk by saying, “At this conference, there’s one topic you won’t hear…that 

is: to compute less. Cisco’s not going to talk to you about their slower networks, or 

HP about reducing their capacity to compute. Data is growing, and it’s growing 

exponentially.”  

Siting data centers in Iceland allows our data consumption to keep growing, as 

it allows industry giants to point toward sustainable success stories and to intimate 

																																																								
31 Here too there are significant spatial differences, with internet usage highly concentrated in affluent 
regions where individuals use more than one device. 
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potential future paths. Meanwhile, at packed data storage conventions, those same 

developers celebrate the promise of endless and unfettered growth. Iceland, then, 

again works as an intermediary. Iceland, like the Arctic, amplifies. Data centers built 

on the island physically enable increased computational processing, while imaginaries 

of Iceland – powerful tropes of pristine, pure cold and endless energy – work to give 

data a “natural” niche. In this equation, Iceland is both a material relay and an outpost 

for the imagination – in both cases, a landing point where plans and profits coalesce, 

expanding an industry that steadily erodes the conditions (the cold) that attracted it 

there. Iceland, like the nomenclature around “cloud” computing, taps into the ethereal 

and otherworldly in ways that obscure quite terrestrial – and widespread – effects. 

Iceland’s intermediary position, then – its positioning as a node in others’ networks – 

has impacts far beyond its own shores. The American marketing director for one 

cloud services firm based in Iceland laughs when I describe the company’s siting in 

Iceland as exploiting fewer natural resources. “Oh, we’re still exploiting nature here,” 

she tells me – “we’re just doing it in a different way.” 

 
   ***   

 
 

Inside a data center, hot and cold are managed by manipulating and moving 

air: through windows, filters, fans, and (where needed) air conditioners, engineers 

modulate a closed, controlled environment to ideally accommodate the servers inside. 

There are issues (this is where the backup generators come in), but in general – where 

there is the will and the resource – they are able to achieve it well enough. Outside, in 
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the broader data storage industry, hot and cold are managed by siting in space: 

locating a place suitable to one’s cooling requirements, and doing the political, legal, 

and cultural labor required to wrangle a warm welcome there. Here too, snags are hit 

in the process: not everyone supports the tax cuts and infrastructural investments that 

help bring data centers in. But climate has become a central factor in both data center 

construction and its justification as clean and “green.” 

And outside that? Well beyond any one industry, there exists a global crisis in 

the management of hot and cold. Places known for their cold someday soon won’t be; 

heat will spread and heat will rise. In this chapter I have offered an example of how it 

does so not despite the best efforts of “green” companies, but through them. Data 

center developers use Iceland’s image and imaginative capital to contain and dispel 

complaints about carbon emissions as effectively as a hot aisle’s unwanted air. Their 

doing so facilitates the industry’s unchecked growth. In this equation, I have argued, 

Iceland operates as an intermediary figure: one that allows data center developers to 

claim a “green” mantle while steadily expanding an industry that works against these 

claims.  

In Beyond the Big Ditch Ashley Carse makes an argument for understanding 

nature as infrastructure (2014). His ethnography shows how rivers, watersheds and 

forests (though also, it should be noted: campesino farmers and their labor) are 

enrolled in the service of the Panama Canal. Such a relationship makes nature not 

input, context or backdrop, but a critical constituent part of the infrastructure, itself32. 

																																																								
32 For a related argument, see White 1995 
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This is a clever twist on the study of infrastructure: the signature move of inverting 

figure and ground (Bowker and Star 1999). It is a productive way to map the greedy 

reach of such systems, and trace the impacts they have far beyond themselves. And 

this analysis works for Iceland: its climate can be said to be an infrastructural 

element, as the cold is a key component in “built networks that facilitate the flow of 

goods, people, or [and] ideas” (Larkin 2013: 328)33. But this is not the critique this 

chapter aims for: rather than focus on how data centers impact local ecologies, I have 

asked how engagements with the Icelandic environment have fed into generative and 

strategically told stories about Iceland’s cold and what it can do. This is, then, an 

argument about the central (but sometimes ironic) role of the imaginary in expansive 

infrastructural development.  

In Iceland’s emerging data center industry, nature is put in place and industry 

is aligned with nature: computation is told as a lifeway inherently appropriate to 

particular landscapes. This imaginative mapping then obviates the work of tracing its 

impact on, and across, space. To focus on cold, then, is not an infrastructural 

inversion – it was out in the open all along. But attention to uses of cold, and its 

making as a natural resource, shows how its portrayals have been productive, moving 

data as effectively as any “raw Icelandic air.” These imaginaries partake, then, in the 

project of establishing Iceland as an infrastructural intermediary. But as the spread of 

heat in this chapter demonstrates, these efforts – and their impacts – do not stay in 

																																																								
33 See Hovsgaard Nielsen 2014 for a version of this argument. 
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place. The data center industry again puts Iceland in the middle. What will be left 

around it remains to be seen. 
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Chapter Six: The Politics of Intermediation 
 

On a brisk Monday evening in November, I make my way, alongside more than a 

thousand others, to Austurvöllur, downtown Reykjavík’s central square. It is barely 

evening yet but already dark out, so the crowd is gathering by streetlight and small 

groups huddle together for warmth. Even so, the square soon takes on the festive 

feeling of a bonfire: people have brought blankets, small children, warm drinks. 

Friends shout and wave to each other across the courtyard, and sociable circles, some 

holding picket signs, steadily grow throughout the evening. There are police here, but 

not many and they keep to the sidelines. They seem prepared to protect the parliament 

building that flanks the square’s south side, but it quickly becomes apparent that there 

isn’t any need. The will of the crowd is not to do damage; it seems to be to speak to 

one another and be heard.  

 The purpose of the protest, the third so far this month, is to call for the 

resignation of Interior Minister Hanna Birna Kristjánsdóttir. We have just learned the 

latest in a deeply upsetting corruption scandal, which unfolded with sickening 

consistency over the course of my research. The Interior Ministry has just been 

definitively implicated in leaking falsified information about an asylum seeker to 

Iceland, with the deliberate purpose of harming his case. One of the Minister’s own 

aides doctored a memo to suggest that Nigerian asylum seeker Tony Omos was under 

investigation for human trafficking. He sent that memo to the press, which seized 

upon it, and Omos was deported the following month. The Ministry then spent 

months denying it had anything to do with the leak, Hanna Birna even going so far as 
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to cast suspicion on her own office’s cleaning staff. Now, as the proof falls into place 

in the papers, people are outraged and many are taking to the street. Jón Ólafsson, 

chair of the national ethics committee, described it as “the gravest example of 

corruption in the history of Iceland´s administration” (Helgason 2015).	

But beyond the contemptible specificity of “the leak matter” (lekamálið), as it 

comes to be known, this series of protests – which continue for weeks after this one – 

is longer in the making and broader in scope. This series of demonstrations is now 

known as the “Jæja Movement”34 and is described by folk singer-turned-activist 

Svavar Knútur (whose rant on Facebook kicked the protests off) as “protesting the 

arrogance, condescension, and unprofessional behavior of our current government” 

(Benjamin 2014). And while an emblematic case, lekamálið is just a part of it; it is the 

last of many straws. Other complaints, as listed by Svavar, speakers, and participants 

in the protest, include the gutting of healthcare and public education amidst continued 

tax breaks for the rich; and the fact that Iceland’s new constitution, re-drafted in the 

wake of the 2008 financial crash (in the interest of preventing the abuses that led up 

to it), seemed nowhere close to being made law. These issues, and others, in 2015, 

were routinely glossed in Iceland as “corruption”: a broad category of complaints that 

implicated the powerful in abusing their privilege to serve personal aims. The outrage 

was that, despite being “exposed” repeatedly, Icelandic corruption had resisted 

																																																								
34 “Jæja” is a commonly used Icelandic word that translates directly to “well” or “so,” but can be used 
to signal agreement, resignation, disapproval, or exasperation depending on intonation and context. 
The protests of 2014 took “Jæja” as their motto in the spirit of: “Jæja, er það ekki komið gott?” or: 
“Alright, isn’t that enough?” The kind of thing a parent might say to a child. The choice conveyed at 
once an attitude of sensible impatience, and an allegiance to the traditionally, or quintessentially 
Icelandic.  
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cleaning up. “They lied, and we let them,” one protester tells me, a middle-aged 

music teacher bundled up in a puffy coat. Others hold homemade signs demanding 

“A New Iceland, Please.”  

Beyond this more visible mode of public protest, corruption talk was 

everywhere in Iceland at that time. Tracking, speculating about, and bemoaning 

corruption was a genre of conversation I had to learn fast. Corruption was something 

everyone wanted to tell me, regardless of whom and what I asked. Casually, it 

worked its way into almost every conversation: have I heard about the chief of police; 

the head of the construction company; the guy that drives the bus from Reykjanes to 

Reykjavík? I met a fellow researcher who came to Iceland to study the supposedly 

radical political changes wrought after the financial crash, and she told me a joke that 

quickly got familiar: she would inform her interlocutors she was here to study 

democracy, and they would respond, drily, “Have you found any here?” 

The irony is that at this very same moment, Iceland was widely looked to for 

political inspiration around the world. American friends and relatives, seeing I was 

living in Iceland, sent me a steady stream of memes and articles (including Facebook 

posts, puff pieces, and serious journalistic accounts) that figured Iceland as a leftist 

success story in the wake of the global financial crash. “Iceland jailed the bankers,” 

announced Huffington Post, Forbes, and The Independent (Birrell 2015, Simanowitz 

2016, Worstall, 2015). The decision to let its major banks fall into receivership – 

rather than saddling citizens with debt – was widely praised by public intellectuals 

like Paul Krugman (2010) as a visionary and transformative choice. Meanwhile, 
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activists around the world held up Iceland as a model for leftist organizing, as 

evidenced, for example, by a camp named after Iceland in Barcelona’s occupied Plaça 

de Catalunya (Boyer 2013). Multiple fawning documentaries celebrated the re-

drafting of the Icelandic constitution as: “an empowered nation re-envisioning 

democracy” (Jerrett 2015).  

This distance between popular imagination and lived reality was much 

lamented in Iceland at the time of my research. Many of my interlocutors rolled their 

eyes over what one called “the Icelandic fairytale”: an exaggerated story of Icelandic 

exceptionalism touted by both Icelandic politicians and foreign media. In this chapter 

I do not set out to bridge this gulf in perception: I do not aim to “debunk” Iceland’s 

public image abroad. Instead, I want to hone in on one site of its contestation, and 

show how corruption became a pivot point in the post-crisis years, around which 

Icelanders negotiated their nation’s place in the world. I do so by following the 

instructive case of the Icelandic Modern Media Initiative (IMMI) – a set of legislative 

reforms, responding to corruption, that aimed to make Iceland an “information 

haven” for the world. This effort, I suggest, was a bid to claim the middle position: to 

situate the island again as an intermediary, but this time on Icelanders’ own terms, 

and for Icelanders’ own benefit. Considering the project’s potential as well as its 

pitfalls, I draw out a new angle on the experience of intermediarity this dissertation 

has explored.  

The chapter that follows is a bit of a deviation from the kind of work 

presented so far. The turn from historical and physical infrastructure to a 
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parliamentary resolution – which is to say, legal infrastructure, projected into the 

future – may well seem abrupt, even disjointed. In fact, IMMI’s effort to make 

Iceland a global hub for information was tied to the data center development the last 

two chapters have detailed. In 2010 they seemed one and the same. However, while 

the business-oriented side of data storage is now thriving, as we will see in this 

chapter, the political piece has stalled out. I find this failure offers another kind of 

window into the themes this dissertation has explored. If the preceding chapters 

followed encounters around others’ infrastructures, this chapter is concerned with a 

fledgling attempt at making infrastructural intermediarity from the middle-out. This 

story of IMMI then – while still stuck in the subjunctive phase – represents another 

axis of action in the global distribution of digital data, as well as a site for studying 

the strategy of being in-between. 
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Figure 34: Demonstrators at Austurvöllur protests in November, 2014. Sign reads, 
“Where is our new constitution???” (Image reproduced from Reykjavík Grapevine) 

 
 

The Crisis, Corruption, and Coming Clean 

The financial crisis of 2008 was devastating in Iceland. Between 2002 and 2007, the 

period now referred to as “the miracle years” (or “the manic millennium” [Mixa 

2015]), Iceland had aggressively pursued international investment banking, fast 

expanding the island’s international reputation alongside its national debt portfolio. A 

new cohort of ambitious young bankers quickly came to be known as “Business 

Vikings” (útrásarvíkingur35) and were said – with admiration, and more occasionally, 

trepidation – to be recuperating a long Icelandic legacy of conquest (Loftsdóttir 

2015b). By 2008 the market value of Icelandic stocks had increased 700% 

																																																								
35 Útrás- actually means something more like “out-vasion”: the outward-directed expansion of taking 
over the world.    
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(Durrenberger and Palsson 2015), while its three major banks were leveraged at eight 

times the nation’s GDP (Aliber 2011).  

But by October of the same year, following the fall of Lehman Brothers and 

many other firms around the world in its wake, the Icelandic government had to shut 

down the stock market; Iceland’s three major banks fell into receivership, and Iceland 

accepted a $4 billion dollar “stabilization package” from the IMF (Boyer 2013). Not 

only had the banking system collapsed in Iceland, but it had borrowed so much it 

would have been impossible for the government to bail it out. So acute was this 

experience of crisis that then-Prime Minister Geir Haarde made a television 

appearance he concluded with the incongruous words “God bless Iceland” – 

confirming for many viewers the totality of catastrophe. In economic terms, Iceland’s 

financial crisis meant lost savings and loan defaults; a 66% drop in the Icelandic 

krona’s value; and cut-backs in social services, still felt today. But as Kristín 

Loftsdóttir (2010), Dominic Boyer (2013), Hulda Proppé (2015), and others have 

argued, the crash was a crisis of national identity, too.  

Discourse on the Icelandic crash quickly focused on corruption. Following the 

release, by WikiLeaks, of one major bank’s loan books, scandalous stories started to 

circulate detailing shady deals at Iceland’s banks. It was found that one, Kaupthing, 

had lent more than six billion dollars (with little or no collateral) to just six clients, 

four of whom were major shareholders in the company. A report by the Special 

Investigation Commission, later convened to make sense of the crash, concluded that 

at all three major banks, “boundaries between the interests of the banks and the 
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interests of the largest shareholders were often fuzzy,” and only in part because the 

two were one and the same. Banks also gave out loans to buy up their own shares, 

propping up stock prices and leaving risk un-hedged (SIC Report 2010).  

But gradually, corruption would be traced all the way back to the very roots of 

Iceland’s financial system: to the privatization that made possible investment banking 

in the first place. The influx of capital that launched the industry came from the 

privatization of Iceland’s fishing stocks starting in the 1980s (Durrenberger and 

Pálsson 2015, Lewis 2009). The implementation of individual transferable quotas 

(ITQs) turned public fishing rights into privately held resources, which were 

distributed on the basis of the last year’s catch. This created, almost overnight, a 

separate class of quota owners, many of whom sold their quotas (condensing fishing 

wealth further) and then sought out new opportunities to invest (Durrenberger and 

Pálsson 2015). This particular pathway, however, was only one part of a broader 

movement toward privatization and market liberalization. Spearheaded by Prime 

Minister David Oddson, domestic bank rates were liberalized and capital movement 

restrictions cut, transforming the financial system in just a few years (Mixa 2015). 

Along the way, it is often asserted, his Conservative Party (Sjálfstæðisflókkurinn) 

colleagues were enriched by the government’s favorable treatment. Durrenberger and 

Pálsson argue that in this period, “corruption was endemic and bending the rules 

became the order of the day as political parties handed out entire institutions, notably 

the banks, to powerful supporters while relaxing regulations on everything” (2015, 

xvi).  
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This was the depth and breadth of corruption many Icelanders felt themselves 

to be unearthing in the wake of the 2008 financial crash. The idea of corruption, of 

course, was not a new one, but its affective and explanatory power was seized upon in 

a way that remains convincing today. In general, the problem was put as one of 

excessive overlaps, the cross-contaminating cronyism of insular groups. In a political 

system small enough to easily track personal connections – who went to secondary 

school together; why married into each others’ families – it was easy to trace the path 

of influence, and the role it played in the 2008 financial crash. Recovery, then, from 

the crisis was not only an economic proposition: it was also a project of political re-

configuring, focused in particular on the problems corruption posed.  

These issues were addressed, first, through a series of popular protests dubbed 

the “Pots and Pans Revolution,” for the makeshift noisemakers people brought from 

their homes. At rallies staged every Saturday from October into January, protesters – 

sometimes numbering in the thousands – demonstrated outside the Parliament 

building, demanding the resignation of the government. These protests were, at the 

time, the largest in Iceland, and although they were largely peaceful, on January 20 

police used clubs and teargas (the first such incident since the NATO protests of 

1949) to keep protesters away from Parliament (Bernburg 2015). Six days later, the 

governing right-wing coalition36, including Prime Minister Geir Haarde, stepped 

down.  

																																																								
36 The two parties in power were Sjálfstæðisflókkurinn, the Conservative Party, and  
Framsóknarflókkurinn, the Populist Party.   
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As sociologist Jón Gunnar Bernburg has argued, politicians elsewhere in the 

world escaped punishment, in part, by framing the financial crisis as global – and thus 

outside of their control. But in Iceland, protesters figured the crash as a crisis of 

corruption that was theirs. In a 2015 survey, Bernburg shows how widespread belief 

in rampant political corruption drew support for the anti-government protests (2015). 

He quotes a speech by movement leader Þorvaldur Gylfason, who put the problem 

this way:  

Politics and business is an unhealthy mixture. Icelandic business life was for a 
long time infiltrated by politics. The privatization of banks and state 
organizations was meant to change that structure and clarify the difference 
between politics and business…The government failed in that task”  
(Bernburg 2015, 70 [translation his]).  
 

The crisis, then, was figured as a problem of “unhealthy” alliances, relationships that 

inappropriately exceeded their bounds. Politicians were seen as unwilling to separate 

their personal interests from public service, and a consensus built that “corruption in 

Icelandic politics had undermined democratic principles, leading to decisions and 

policies that went against public interests and resulting in the extreme effects of the 

global economic crisis in Iceland” (Bernburg 2015, 71). It was this disastrous betrayal 

the Pots and Pans Revolution set out to protest. 

Ensuing efforts to address the crisis also picked up the frame of corruption, 

with demands ranging from tightened measures of government transparency, to 

rolling back neoliberal economic policies, to reclaiming “traditional” Icelandic 

values, all figured as anti-corruption initiatives. Later in 2009, a National Assembly 

was organized, where 1500 delegates articulated a set of defining Icelandic values, 
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and voted “integrity” at the top of that list (Iceland Review 2009). A Constitutional 

Council was appointed by Parliament in 2011, which re-drafted the constitution 

(largely inherited from Denmark), including reforms like term limits for the President 

and Prime Minister and a referendum mechanism by which citizens could put issues 

to vote. And indeed, between 2009 and my research in 2014, three banking executives 

were tried for their involvement in the crisis, and convicted of market manipulation, 

“breach of trust,” and fraud (Milne 2016). 

These projects have been described as triumphs of democracy by foreign 

academics and the international media. And these efforts, like the people who pushed 

them forward, are indeed remarkable. But I found that by 2015 in Iceland, they were 

most often viewed more cynically – as projects whose failure revealed corruption’s 

impossible tenacity. The same conservative coalition government that was ousted in 

2009 had been re-elected in 2013. The new constitution had been submitted to, but 

never approved by Parliament. And the fact that some bankers had been put in prison 

seemed small consolation in the absence of systemic reforms (what’s more, many 

speculated about their cozy conditions, several people telling me that one of the 

convicted bankers had purchased luxurious new beds for the prison in which he was 

housed). Corruption, then, continued in Iceland: illicit benefits accrued to the 

powerful on the basis of their personal ties. And the fact that Iceland continued to be 

represented as a beacon of economic and democratic recovery was felt as significant 

salt in the wound. 
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 Political anthropologists, among others, have demonstrated the limits of anti-

corruption politics: the ways that revelation renews suspicion (Dean 2002, Sanders 

and West 2003), and the ways that transparency produces or plays off opacity 

(Mazzarella 2006, Mathews 2011). They have also shown how corruption is socially 

embedded and thus not so easily remedied by efforts to clean house (Hasty 2005, de 

Sardan 1999). But here I am less interested in why corruption has continued, despite a 

preponderance of political will to make it go away. This is an investigative effort 

Icelanders have spearheaded, and continue to carry out. Instead, I am most interested 

in how corruption has been used in Iceland at this impasse, in the frustrating years 

since the financial crash. I am interested in how corruption has been mobilized to 

make sense of this moment, its potentials, and its limitations. In what follows, I trace 

the life of one post-crisis reform effort, and how it (and its critics) deployed this 

theme. I will suggest that this project offers another way of understanding the 

intermediarity this dissertation has described. But first, I attend briefly to corruption 

discourse in Iceland, as a conversational genre that carved out specific critical fields. 

 

Corruption Talk 
 
In December of 2014, journalist Haukur Már Helgason wrote an editorial entitled 

“Which is why we talk about the weather,” published on the popular local English 

language website, The Reykjavík Grapevine. The evocative essay asks its readers the 

question, why has rampant corruption in Iceland gone on? Helgason then reports on a 

recent, suspect transaction, in which one of the three banks nationalized after the 
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2008 financial crisis sold a major share of a payment service company (quietly and 

without public auction) to a company owned by the uncle and first cousin of 

Conservative Party (Sjálfstæðisflokkurinn) Finance Minister, Bjarni Benediktsson. 

This meant, as Helgason succinctly put it: “From now on, every second or third time 

you swipe your card to pay for your hard-earned daily bread, you also make a small 

donation to the Finance Minister’s family” (Helgason 2014). The Borgun sale, 

Helgason makes clear for his readers, is an outrageously underhanded trade. And yet, 

he argues, there hasn’t been any outrage, because the ruling parties are so effective at 

re-directing public attention – through the “carrot” of monetary incentives (as when 

they promised reimbursements to holders of mortgage accounts) and the “stick” of 

stoking popular fears (for example, a spate of recent editorials on the cultural threat of 

immigrants). This, the reader is left to conclude darkly, is “why we talk about the 

weather”: because the corruption in Iceland is so effective and exhausting that it 

becomes impossible to confront head-on.  

 With respect for Helgason’s perspective and intervention, I want to note a 

different tendency here: the ways that Icelanders did indeed, routinely and vigorously, 

engage with corruption at the level of everyday talk. While it is true that certain 

scandals were effectively kept from public forums, I found that Icelanders talked 

about corruption all the time. In fact, very much like talking about the weather, 

corruption could be a casual opening conversational gambit. It was a quick way to 

make or suss out an alliance; to stake a claim that you belong. It was, at times, a 

performative, competitive genre – an exercise in topping one conspiracy with another. 
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And it was only toward the end of my time in Iceland, when I had been around 

enough to accrue some of my own illicit knowledge, that I could fully participate in 

this particular kind of talk. In my last month of research, riding in a car on the way to 

a movie, my friends were swapping corruption stories about Populist Party 

(Framsóknarflokkurinn) Prime Minister Sigmundur Davíð Gunnlaugsson (who 

would, a year later, be ousted when the Panama Papers scandal came to light). I 

chimed in with my own evidence – that his family had profited from selling oil 

pumped up from a British tanker sunk off the coast in the Second World War – and 

two in the front seat turned to each other and said “Well, she’s been here a while.”    

 Participating effectively in corruption talk, however, was not only a matter of 

having dirt to share. It also meant learning a feel for the contours of corruption; what 

kind of claims could be substantiated, but also which connections counted as illicit at 

all. In tracing the arc of my research in Iceland, I see my slow progression in this 

field. In early interviews I show my hopeless greenness by failing to follow the thread 

of corruption stories as they unfold. It is not only that I don’t yet know the names of 

government staffers, or don’t yet understand parliamentary rules. More plainly, I 

simply don’t have a sense yet for which connections matter and which connections 

don’t. I nod along right past important revelations, and express surprise over facts 

others take to be mundane. Reflecting on this problem, I tell a friend that it seems 

hard to pinpoint corruption in Iceland: it is a small country, so of course there are 

connections to be made. With only three major high schools in the capital, it seems 

inevitable that powerful people would be old friends. So how can you say where 
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corruption starts and ends here? My friend, a journalist who spends much of his days 

chasing such stories, only nods along and says “Exactly.” 

 Most of my interlocutors, however, do often express a clearer sense of 

corruption’s boundaries: namely, when they are trying to distance or dissociate 

themselves. One politician, telling me about the privatization he helped spearhead in 

Reykjanes, cuts me off to address an anticipated critique: “There is no corruption in 

this,” he says testily, tapping a finger on the table to make his point. “We said since 

we are a small community, we should act as one, and this was just a way of doing this 

better.” Besides, he goes on: the company in charge of repurposing old base property 

is majority owned by the government, so it isn’t really private. It just works to 

“translate” money to the community; “this is a very sensible thing.” Thus what others 

have figured as illicit connections (between those in municipal government and 

private enterprise), this interlocutor reconfigures as innocent overlaps. While 

privatization in Reykjanes has been charged with enriching a select few at the 

expense of others, the politician I speak to points to social closeness as a way of 

saying corruption is impossible.  

In another very different conversation, a high-ranking member of an academic 

institution tells me how he grew into his career. While I ask the question as innocent 

water-cooler conversation, he takes it as an invitation to comment on corruption and 

transparency. What gets talked about in Iceland as corruption, he tells me, “might be 

better described as a failure to understand how the system works.” “Icelanders in 

certain kinds of families grow up knowing how things get done” – and as the 
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academic explains, things often get done personally. He tells me his own father was a 

local political figure and his older brother serves a judge. His sister worked in the 

academy before he did. “So this respect for them transferred to me. Rightly or 

wrongly, the higher-ups assumed I was capable and trustworthy.” The academic 

acknowledges that this process is not dissimilar to the kinds of illicit connections 

uncovered in the financial crash (which he has strenuously criticized). But to try and 

police this process, in his mind, would be ridiculous: it is simply the way things are. 

While the politician, then, uses social closeness to dismiss corruption, the academic 

sees personal relationships as so completely suffusing society that “corruption” 

becomes almost meaningless.  

It is not, perhaps, surprising that people drew lines around corruption that 

neatly excluded themselves. As Olivier de Sardan has noted, “the real borderline 

between what is corruption and what is not fluctuates, and depends on the context and 

on the position of the actors involved” (1999, 24). This is not solely about self-

protection; I do not believe these two men felt divulging to me put them at risk. 

Rather, corruption discourse, in Iceland as elsewhere, was a vehicle for articulating 

different visions of sociality, power, and governance. As Akhil Gupta has argued, 

corruption discourses can work as “a mechanism through which ‘the state’ itself is 

discursively constituted” (1995, 376). In drawing attention to corruption in 

institutions they interact with daily, his interlocutors in India signal how they perceive 

the state. In a related way, the Icelandic politician and academic use corruption to 

articulate an appropriate relationship between the public and private spheres.  



	 218 

These are not only statements about the state and its effect(s), however – the 

field of attention most anthropological writing on corruption occupies (Anjaria 2011, 

de Vries 2002, Gupta 1995). Instead they more closely approximate what Sarah Muir 

has described as an “elastic category of critique” (2016, 132). In her article “On 

Historical Exhaustion: Argentine Critique in an Era of ‘Total Corruption’,” Muir 

argues that middle class Argentines, interviewed in the wake of the sovereign debt 

crisis of 2001, discussed corruption in ways that linked the personal, political, and 

historical – their discourses, in other words, were not targeted analyses of state 

practice, but instead expressions of a shared identity, a common experience, and 

structure of feeling (2016, 130-131). “The category of corruption,” Muir argues, 

“allowed members of the Buenos Aires middle class to articulate themselves as iconic 

instantiatiatons of a social world that had exhausted its history” (2016, 154). While 

this particular orientation is specific to Argentina, Muir’s treatment of corruption as 

“a folk category rather than a normative analytic” (2016, 132) is useful for 

considering its place in Iceland post-2008. Corruption talk has done a range of social 

work in these years, as I have briefly outlined above. But one additional role it came 

to play in this period is an axis of comparison for international standing. Corruption 

discourse, that is, was not contained to Iceland; it was also an inherently transnational 

concern.  

 One key moment that illustrated the international import of corruption was the 

media scandal that followed lekamálið, the Interior Ministry leak that led to the 

protests described above. In the frenzy of reporting around the revelation that an aide 
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to the Interior Minister was responsible for the falsified leak, one publication 

covering the case made a mistake. Dagblaðið Vísir (DV) reporters Jón Bjarki 

Magnússon and Jóhann Páll Jóhannsson mistakenly identified two aides in the 

Ministry as being responsible for the memo. Less than an hour later, they issued a 

correction, specifying the sole responsibility of Gísli Freyr Valdorsson. They also 

circulated a press release to the media, apologizing to Þórey Vilhjálmsdóttir, the 

second aide they mistakenly named. Nevertheless, Þórey chose to pursue a libel case 

against both journalists, seeking the highest possible penalty: two years in prison, 3 

million króna in damages, and 900,000 króna in legal fees37 (Reporters Without 

Borders 2014).  

 This legal case, widely recognized as excessive, was quickly picked up by the 

international media. One report in particular, from the global watchdog group 

Reporters Without Borders, concluded that “political interests have been having a 

negative impact on freedom of information in Iceland” (Reporters Without Borders 

2014). A similar statement quickly appeared from the International Press Institute 

(2014). At the same time, Iceland’s slow fall on Transparency International’s 

Corruption Perceptions Index was punctuated with a shift from a position amidst the 

“very clean” yellow countries, into the more ambiguous orange (Transparency 

International 2014). These proclamations pulled Iceland into a comparative arena of 

anti-corruption discourses and institutions worldwide. They situated corruption not as 

a localized rupture between a state and its civil society, but rather as a scrutinized, 

																																																								
37 It should be noted that Gísli Freyr, the guilty party, was sentenced to only eight months of probation.  
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stigmatized index for credibility, competence, and successful development. And in 

this, they called into question what kind of place Iceland was. 

 The destabilization was made sense of with reference to others, whose 

imaginations were mobilized to situate Iceland’s own. As Member of Parliament 

Birgitta Jónsdóttir lamented in an article in New Internationalist: “Think of Iceland as 

grand Sicily…like some African countries which declared independence a decade 

after Iceland” (Jónsdóttir 2015). Her use of the imperative marks both the distance 

and its breaching between Iceland’s presumptive Western modernity and those 

“African countries” where corruption is a matter of course. Many others I interviewed 

echoed the journalist Michael Lewis (2011) in making the bitter declaration that such 

blatant corruption made Iceland “look like a Third World country.” This genre of talk 

makes it clear that corruption is easily marked as a postcolonial problem. It is widely 

understood as a developmental failure (Hasty 2005), explained – whether by 

historical or culturalist logics – as the incomplete formation of a state (de Sardan 

1996, Pierce 2006). “And where transparency is made equivalent to modernity, its 

failures are more than programmatic: they are civilizational (Sanders and West 2003). 

The exposure of corruption in post-crisis Iceland, then, tapped into a familiar set of 

anxieties: the suggestion that Iceland was not as modern as it was made out to be. As 

Kristín Loftsdóttir has argued, the crisis revived the feeling in Iceland of “existing 

outside global political discourses of power” (2010, 12); of being marginalized and 

“haunted” (2010, 9) by its history as a dependency. I suggest that corruption 

discourse was one place this haunting played out.  
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Corruption, then, was a problem of place-making that reached outside Iceland 

itself. Corruption talk, during the time of my research, described not only what 

Iceland was and should be, but also how the island was and should be seen and 

situated in the world. In what follows I want to link the comparative axis of 

corruption to the issue of intermediarity this dissertation has discussed so far. 

Corruption talk, and anti-corruption measures post-crisis presented another moment – 

like the construction of a Danish telegraph (Chapter One); an American naval outpost 

(Chapters Two and Three), or a foreign cluster of data centers (Chapters Four an 

Five) in which Iceland’s status – as “modern” or “traditional,” “developed” or 

“developing” – was called into question. Iceland was not clearly one or the other; a 

convincing case could be made for each. The anxious claims and characterizations 

circulating around lekamálið threatened again to tip the scales. But corruption was a 

matter of more than discourse: in the post-crisis years, Icelanders have mobilized 

around it, making political infrastructure that set out to remedy its insidious effects. In 

what remains of this chapter, I take up the case of the Icelandic Modern Media 

Initiative (IMMI), one legislative transparency effort enacted after the crash. By 

carving out a new regulatory niche for Iceland, IMMI illustrates a new kind of effort 

to make use of Iceland’s intermediarity. The public life of this initiative maps the 

potential, and problems, of this move.  
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The Switzerland of Bits  

The Icelandic Modern Media Initiative (IMMI) was a Parliamentary Resolution 

whose stated aim was to make Iceland a “safe haven” for information and freedom of 

speech (International Modern Media Institute 2010). Passed unanimously in 2010 by 

the Alþingi, IMMI was a comprehensive package of legislation assembled by mixing 

and matching “information friendly” laws from around the world. It addressed each 

step along the pathway by which information makes its way to the public, patching 

leaks in the pipeline that allowed for abuses of power. For example: strengthened 

protections would keep whistleblowers, acting in the public interest, from exposure. 

Updated telecommunications legislation would guarantee the indemnity of internet 

service providers from government probes. An “ultra-modern” Freedom of 

Information Act would streamline the process for requesting government documents, 

and tip the standard toward transparency. In all, IMMI sought interventions across ten 

sectors: judicial process; prior restraint; communications; source protection; 

whistleblower protection; intermediary (third party service provider) liability; virtual 

limited liability corporations; the statute of limitations on publishing liabilities; “libel 

tourism” and extrajudicial excess, and freedom of information law. Finally, it 

established an Icelandic Prize for Freedom of Expression, to be administered 

annually. While the Parliamentary Resolution itself did not enact all these changes, it 

officially committed the government to doing so, and established a steering 

committee to see the project through.  
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Figure 35: Icelandic Modern Media Initiative model of “process protection” (Graphic 
reproduced from IMMI website)  

 

IMMI’s extraordinary ambitions are easy to situate within the turn to 

corruption post-financial crash. Like other reforms already discussed in the wake of 

the crisis, it sought to prevent political wrongdoing by making “transparency” a 

common cause. But in fact, IMMI’s concerns had been building before the crisis. 

Since the early 2000s, a small group of hacker-activists had been organizing for 

“digital freedoms” in Iceland, including free software, open standards, and publicly 

available cryptography. In 2008, they formed the Icelandic Digital Freedoms Society, 

and it was at the society’s first conference where the vision for IMMI was laid out. 

John Perry Barlow, American libertarian and founder of the Electronic Frontier 

Foundation, delivered a keynote at that conference on the decline of global digital 

freedoms, and closed on the apparently off-hand comment that “my dream for this 

country is that it could become like the Switzerland of bits” [Barlow 2008]. Smári 

McCarthy, one of those early activists, with whom I spend time in 2012 and 2013, 

tells me that “Some people just forgot about that – everyone agreed he had given a 

really good speech. But some of us, especially the people at the core of this 

organization, we thought: we need to figure out what to do about this.”  
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A small group of these activists started meeting, and broaching cautious talks 

with government. And then, as Smári describes it, the financial crash interrupted 

them. It was a setback at first, as group members turned away to what were felt to be 

more pressing concerns. But as public discourse congealed around corruption, their 

work ultimately found a wider audience, freshly receptive to transparency. One late 

night at the following year’s Digital Freedoms Society conference, which featured 

several founding figures of WikiLeaks, the group returned to a discussion of 

legislative protections for information, and asked themselves: “What if we could put 

them all in one place?” They started working then, in earnest, reaching out to 

parliamentarians, lawyers, and nonprofit organizations, on articulating what the 

“Switzerland of bits” could be.  

The way they went about it is often described in a telling term: “hacking.” 

Because most of the activists involved in the Digital Freedoms Society came from a 

computer programming background, it was this skillset they brought to bear on 

legislative change. As Smári describes it to me one afternoon over milkshakes, when 

the group got interested in pursuing legislation, he got in touch with a Swedish 

hacker-turned-politician, who taught him how to read legal “code” (like source code 

in computing). Over two days she introduced him to law’s building blocks and its 

“internal reference system,” then set him loose to start poking around. “That’s a very 

typical hacker thing,” he tells me: “You get something complicated and you tinker 

with it until you kind of understand it.” This is something Smári – a programmer, 
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writer, technologist, and now Member of Parliament38 – has done quite a lot in his 

life. But in 2009, this meant probing for weaknesses in Icelandic media law, and 

combing the international legislative landscape for fixes they might add: including the 

American, British, and Norwegian Freedom of Information Acts; Belgian source 

protection law; and Swedish telecommunications provisions. It also meant building 

alliances with international activists, organizations such as WikiLeaks, and politicians 

including French anti-corruption crusader Eva Joly, and local leftist Member of 

Parliament, Birgitta Jónsdóttir, who would introduce the final resolution and secure 

the votes it needed to pass. This kind of cobbling together, as Smári describes it, was 

carried out with a distinctly “hacker-ish” ethos: studying and coming to understand a 

system so thoroughly they could make it do something new.  

But beyond individual activists’ approaches to the project, the IMMI 

resolution itself is a kind of hack: it is a creative work-around that unsettles a given 

system; a clever and elegant solution to a problem, executed with a touch of 

subversive pleasure and pride. Just as the activists “hacked” the legislative code of 

Iceland, IMMI itself would “hack” the global media environment. As Birgitta 

Jónsdóttir, explained to me in an interview, still ebullient five years later: “WikiLeaks 

hacked the system by storing different bits of information in different countries. What 

Iceland aimed for was creating the conditions that could hold it all here…IMMI isn’t 

about Iceland only – Iceland is the platform you can build it on.” As Birgitta 

																																																								
38 Smári as well as Birgitta are now members of Iceland’s Pirate Party (Píratar), a political organization 
founded in 2012 in the interest of championing civil rights, direct democracy, participatory 
government, and freedom of information. The Pirate Party was elected to three MP seats in 2013. 
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describes it, IMMI is a tool to disrupt a larger system; a wrench in the gears that 

would make them turn another way. Her pride in this intervention evinces what 

Gabriella Coleman has described as “craftiness”: the hacker valuing of ingenuity, wit, 

cleverness, and elegance, over all else (2013, 101). This and the intervention of IMMI 

itself call up the figure of the trickster, to which hackers have also been compared: 

“provocateurs and saboteurs who dismantle convention while occupying a liminal 

zone” (Coleman 2014, 34). This angle is made all the more evident in considering 

IMMI’s international reach. 

While IMMI legislation would go through Icelandic parliament, its aims were 

explicitly global in scope. Not only were its laws culled from international sources; 

they were meant to be accessible outside Iceland, too. The resolution text states: “The 

flow of information has no borders and most of the media is moving to the internet. 

That is why the time has come for a modern legislative regime that can promote and 

defend global freedom of expression, in principle and in practice” (International 

Modern Media Institute 2010). IMMI proposed to create that regime, and by making 

Iceland “an attractive environment for the registration and operation of international 

press organisations, new media start-ups, human rights groups and internet data 

centers” (International Modern Media Institute 2010), extend its protections to those 

who needed them most. By creating legal points of access, IMMI invited potential 

users outside Iceland to benefit from its protective legislative environment, while 

circumventing their nations’ own. As Birgitta put it, “Iceland will become the inverse 

of a tax haven; by offering journalists and publishers some of the most powerful 
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protections for free speech and investigative journalism in the world. Tax havens’ aim 

is to make everything opaque. Our aim is to make everything transparent” 

(International Modern Media Institute). In the same way, then, that tax havens create 

spaces of regulatory exception (Maurer 1997), IMMI would create a space of 

exceptional regulation, and offer the global community access by building legal, 

corporate, and physical infrastructures.  

These efforts were not entirely altruistic: the resolution’s passing hinged on its 

benefitting Iceland, too. These benefits were articulated to me in two registers. First, 

proponents of IMMI touted the economic benefits Iceland stood to reap. “It’s not just 

‘human rights’,” says Member of Parliament Jón Þór Ólafsson, waggling his fingers 

in exaggerated air quotes. “This is about huge economic opportunity; it will support a 

growing sector in the economy, the data centers.” By creating an appealing legislative 

environment, Jón Þór claims, IMMI would attract new investment and promote 

development. But second, IMMI worked to communicate that Iceland was (still) a 

modern, Western, working place. This goal is stated explicitly in the resolution: 

“With the goal of improving democracy…whilst improving Iceland’s standing in the 

international community” (International Modern Media Institute). If the financial 

crash had resulted from secret deals, insider trading, and inappropriately personal 

relationships – then IMMI promised to perform reasoned and rational order, enacting 

clear and cutting-edge procedural rules. In doing so, IMMI situated Iceland as above 

and beyond it: not only a site but a catalyst for transparency in the “ultra-modern” 

mode of IT. It was a bid, then, to do good, but also to be seen as good; as the kind of 
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place capable of bringing change about. IMMI, then, was a maneuver at once to 

distinguish Iceland and integrate it; to build an expansive global network and make 

Iceland a place at the center of it all. 

There are many ways of understanding IMMI’s intervention. It has been 

touted as the pinnacle of a new politics of information (Beyer 2014); an avatar of a 

“networked fourth estate” (Fernández-Delgado and Balanza 2012). I have come to 

feel, however, that IMMI is best understood in relation to Iceland’s infrastructural 

intermediarity. As I have argued in the preceding five chapters, Iceland has long been 

situated in between powerful others: it has been used as a landfall, a technical relay, a 

“netural” node in someone else’s network (whether the Danish Empire, U.S. military, 

or corporate interests of multi-national developers). Iceland, I have suggested, has 

been central, but treated as an instrument rather than an equal. It has been at once 

built in and left out. IMMI, I want to suggest here, played those politics in a new way: 

precisely on Icelanders’ own terms.  

By explicitly claiming the role of the intermediary – the middle-man that 

would take in information and make it “free” – IMMI envisioned a global media 

system with Iceland as its beating heart. By building the (legal, economic, and 

physical) infrastructure to serve as a “haven” for information, Iceland would again be 

a relay for others, but this time it would benefit (politically and economically) from 

this role. While this imaginary echoed past schemata, by which information would 

flow through Iceland on its way to someplace else, IMMI reconfigured Iceland’s role 

in the middle and (with great fanfare) declared its control. Even the way in which it 
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did so – the mode of “hacking” described above – is in keeping with, and exploits, 

Iceland’s position in the middle. Kristín Loftsdóttir has mobilized Levi-Strauss; 

concept of the “trickster,” a figure structurally in between and playing both sides, to 

describe Iceland’s position as neither insider nor outsider, possessing elements of 

both the colonizer and colonized (2012: 598). Here, by “hacking” the global media 

environment by positioning Iceland as a particular and powerful middle man, the 

architects of IMMI stepped fully into the trickster role. IMMI, then, leveraged the 

discourse of corruption so prevalent in Iceland after the financial crash, to lay claim 

to the power and promise of intermediarity. It deployed this mode strategically to 

carve out a new niche.  

If this was the promise of IMMI in 2010, however, by the time my fieldwork 

came to a close in 2015, many peoples’ perceptions had shifted significantly. Like 

other post-crisis reforms discussed early in this chapter, the IMMI resolution had 

stalled out, still not fully implemented as planned. Many had started to doubt it ever 

would be. These developments (or lack thereof) were also understood through the 

language of Icelandic corruption, and they point to some of the practical problems 

inherent in Icelanders’ claiming the intermediary role.  

 

Compromises and Complicities 

In December of 2014, the month after the “Jæja” protests, I meet with journalist Jón 

Bjarki Magnússon in the back room of a quiet Reykjavík café. It is afternoon, but it is 

dark as it always is in Icelandic winter, and the candle-light gives our table a cozy, 
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conspiratorial feel. We have met here because were both recently interviewed by the 

same journalist doing a story for Al-Jazeera about IMMI, and we both came off as 

equally curmudgeonly in an article we read as disconcertingly naïve. Jón Bjarki – the 

same journalist charged in the lekamálið scandal – plops down, still rosy-cheeked and 

shedding snow. “The great, grand story of Iceland is that it’s a paradise for freedom 

of information, blah blah blah – but when they hear the real stories, they don’t even 

believe it – ‘No, no, Iceland is not like that.’” 

 As both of us had detailed in our recent awkward interviews, Iceland was not 

yet the “information haven” IMMI set out to create. While a few of IMMI’s reforms 

had moved forward, by and large its recommendations had stalled out. For example, a 

new Freedom of Information Act had been passed in 2013, but it came nowhere close 

to IMMI’s “ultra modern” aims. Some source protections had been strengthened, but 

public access to government documents was little improved. Members of parliament I 

spoke to in favor of IMMI blamed the new (that is, old) Conservative government, 

which had been re-elected to a majority in 2013. They told me it was neglecting its 

responsibility to the resolution, de-prioritizing IMMI and denying it funds. Politicians 

less enthused about IMMI’s proposals waved off its slow progress as part and parcel 

of democratic legislative change. When interviewed, then, by the foreign journalist 

about the status of IMMI, I emphasized shifts in political power and priorities. Jón 

Bjarki leveled his critique at corruption. 

 The plain fact is that it’s still corrupt in Iceland, he tells me. “If you’re a 

reporter, you can work for David, Bingi, or Jón Ásgeir.” By personally naming the 



	 231 

heads of Iceland’s three major media outlets, Jón Bjarki signals both their closeness 

and their control. David (Oddson) is the former Conservative Party 

(Sjálfstæðisflokkurinn) Prime Minister, widely credited with implementing the 

policies of privatization and liberalization that allowed for the “miracle years” – as 

well as created the conditions for the financial crash. He is now the editor of 

Morgunblaðið, one of Iceland’s two daily newspapers. Jón Ásgeir (Jóhannesson) is 

the former CEO of Baugur Group, a grocery chain giant and investment company 

investigated for tax fraud and embezzlement in the 2008 crash. Jón Ásgeir himself 

was charged with forty accounting violations, and is married to the owner of 

Fréttablaðið, Iceland’s second daily paper. “Bingi” (Björn Ingi Hranfsson) is 

majority shareholder in Pressan, the media company that acquired the paper Jón 

Bjarki works for in 2014. While his exploits may have been less outrageous than 

David and Jón Ásgeir’s, his close connections to Iceland’s Populist Party 

(Framsóknarflokkurinn), at the time the ruling party in government, were well-

known. This tightly tangled web, Jón Bjarki tells me, means that in his view, 

information in Iceland is extremely unfree. The major papers represent their owners’ 

and editors’ interests, with little accountability to the public will. Their political 

connections determine who gets – and stays – in power, and thus whose voices are 

ultimately heard. The fallout, he says, is evident in his own entanglement in the 

lekamálið case.  

 Jón Bjarki was one of the two reporters who broke the lekamálið story. Along 

with Jóhann Páll Jóhannesson, he published the article in February of 2014 that 
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exposed the Interior Minister’s office as the source of the leak. The same two would 

go on to identify Hanna Birna’s aides as the culprits, and then be charged with libel 

for misidentifying the second aide. When I met with Jón Bjarki, his publication’s 

lawyers were in the process of settling the charges – he would not be convicted and 

would never serve time. But nevertheless he found the process deeply unnerving, a 

sign of how inescapable Icelandic corruption was. What he takes from his case is how 

well-protected public officials are, from even the mere suggestion of wrong-doing. 

Meanwhile, the media is over-exposed. While Jón Bjarki was lucky enough to have a 

publication go to bat for him, others would be much more easily cowed by a libel suit 

that threatened jail time.  

 It was from this vantage point, then, that Jón Bjarki was speaking when asked 

to comment on IMMI: exhausted from fighting so unfairly against a system of 

corruption he saw as unbeatable, complete:  

When I heard about it first, I thought, ‘beautiful – a great idea – but I was a 
little bit naïve. People talk about it in a very simple way, this positive fairy-
tale idea of the world they want to create. But when you look at the reality, 
Iceland is definitely not close to being a haven for journalists in any sense.  

 
By drawing attention to Iceland’s ongoing corruption, Jón Bjarki argues that Iceland 

is not the beacon of transparency that others imagine it to be – it is no different, and 

no better than anywhere else. Fed up with foreign media representations, then, Jón 

Bjarki announces the failure of one of IMMI’s aims: the failure to enact meaningful 

difference in Iceland, of the kind that could impact, or at least inspire, the rest of the 

world. As a mediator himself – a link in the chain of information – Jón Bjarki knows 

what it means to be in the middle, to hold responsibility as a faithful conduit in a 
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larger flow. It was from this position he asked if Iceland was up to it, and concluded 

that it had no right to play such a role. Maybe after the crisis, Iceland had experienced 

a moment of possibility, but by now it was more than back to business as usual, and 

claiming otherwise was akin to false advertisement. 

At the same time he critiques the corrosive effects of corruption in Iceland, 

Jón Bjarki also points out potential complicities. “We bend the laws for America,” 

Jón Bjarki tells me, as we transition from drinking coffees to beers. You can have the 

best possible legal protections, but they won’t work where political pressure still 

holds sway. He raises, for example, the fairly recent revelation that the CIA had used 

Icelandic airspace for carrying out extraordinary renditions – an allowance that surely 

would not have had Icelandic popular consent. What are the odds, Jón Bjarki 

wonders, that Icelandic sovereignty would be able to protect information seriously 

sought by foreign powers? Already, there were suggestions that such pressure could 

be forthcoming, for example, when former Bush administration member Marc 

Thiessen wrote a blog post entitled “Shut Down WikiLeaks' Icelandic Safe Haven” 

(2011), arguing that “The IMMI calls into question Iceland’s seriousness as a NATO 

ally, and Iceland needs to realize there will be consequences for its actions.” At one 

point, this conflation of Iceland with IMMI with WikiLeaks would become so 

powerful that former Vice President Dick Cheney’s daughter called for the bombing 

of Reykjavík39. 

																																																								
39 Kristinn Hrafnsson, personal communication, August 14, 2015 
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Jón Bjarki’s suspicion of IMMI’s practical implementations, in the face of 

longstanding geopolitical inequalities, seemed to be shared by other purported 

beneficiaries. Foreign media outlets had, so far, not flocked to Iceland, and those 

businesses already based on the island were doubtful about leaning on IMMI too 

hard. For example, the head of one local web hosting company – the kind of third 

party service provider IMMI’s protections include – lamented that “IMMI is just not 

there yet.” While he said his company would “make an effort to have our customers’ 

backs” in the face of government interventions, he also said “The NSA [the American 

National Security Agency] is a given”: there were some forms of international 

influence that neither he nor IMMI could control. Similarly, a manager at a cloud 

infrastructure company based in Iceland said she was careful not to make claims she 

could not stand behind. IMMI, she said, was getting a “glowy” reputation, but part of 

the reason for that reputation was that it has not yet had to stand up to the E.U. or the 

U.S. She wanted to see its protections tested before she would pitch them to her 

clients as a selling point. IMMI, then, was also struggling to build a network of 

international connections that would make use of (and pay Iceland to access) its 

protective laws.  

The IMMI resolution, as I have argued, was a claim to make use of Iceland’s 

intermediarity. By making Iceland into a medium for global information, a 

clearinghouse for data protected by a clever set of laws, the island could play a 

pivotal role in the fight against corruption – while also benefitting politically and 

economically. The activists and officials who worked to pass the resolution carved 
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out this place for Iceland in two ways: first, by emphasizing Icelandic difference, its 

unique capacity as the kind of place fit to manage the world’s data flows. And 

second, by cultivating networks of relationship across that difference – extending 

infrastructure and creating points of access to weave a web of international 

connection with Iceland in the middle. However, in the years since the IMMI 

resolution (again: a statement of intention rather than the passage of law), each of 

these efforts has encountered problems. As Jón Bjarki emphasizes to anyone who 

asks him, Iceland has failed to distinguish itself as the kind of place worth putting 

your faith in: Iceland was and remains corrupt. And second, as service providers tell 

me more quietly, they don’t yet trust the networks IMMI is building; they worry these 

links will unravel in the face of foreign power. Both of these assessments signal 

issues with Iceland’s being in the middle: they mark it as a compromised and 

complicit mediator. Bold as IMMI is, then, in re-making Iceland’s middle position, it 

also shows some of the struggles this kind of claiming entails. It illustrates the work 

that goes into making intermediarity, and the unique exposures of the in-between. But 

at the same time, beyond the strength of this individual effort, it also points toward a 

genre of thinking and acting I believe is well worth attending to. 

 

The Politics of Intermediation  

As I have discussed so far in this chapter, the IMMI project took its traction from 

post-crisis corruption discourse to position Iceland as a “haven” that would protect 

and transform information worldwide. But the persistence of corruption in the years 
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after the crisis, and the ever-present threat of foreign influence, were understood by 

some as undoing IMMI’s promise and making impossible the project’s ambitious 

aims. This story is easy to interpret as a de-bunking: the assertion that reality is 

different from discourse. I have suggested, however, that Iceland’s intermediarity – 

its repeated positioning in between powerful others, and the ways it has been both 

empowered and exploited in that role – offers another frame for making sense of this 

moment. In this view, IMMI is not just a set of claims (legitimate or misleading), but 

rather an infrastructural effort launched from the vantage point of the in-between. Its 

promise, as well as its disappointments, must be understood in this context, and they 

suggest a strategy, a mode of attention, and a point of interest worth exploring more.  

In William Mazzarella’s article “Internet X-Ray: E-Governance, 

Transparency, and the Politics of Immediation in India,” he presents the curious case 

of Operation West End (2006). In 2001 a Delhi-based online news site staged a 

successful sting of the Indian government: pretending to be dealers of military 

equipment, the journalists captured a transaction on video in which elected officials 

are seen accepting bribes. The scandal that ensued, Mazzarella writes, was confusing, 

given that such corruption in Indian government was widely known. Why then, did it 

cause such a sensation, by exposing something everyone already knew (2006, 473)? 

Mazzarella suggests that the “real” scandal of Operation West End was in exposing 

the contradictions of the “transparent” state. The Indian government, in the years 

leading up to the scandal, had aggressively adopted policies and discourses of e-

governance, claiming that such initiatives would root out the impurities of traditional 



	 237 

politics. The shock of the sting was in deploying the very same tools and technologies 

(digital video, online publishing, a discourse of exposure as transparency), thus 

turning the state’s claims back on itself. 

Mazzarella uses the Operation West End scandal to critique what he terms a 

politics of immediation: “a political practice that, in the name of immediacy and 

transparency, occludes the potentialities and contingencies embedded in the 

mediations that comprise and enable social life” (476). The Indian state’s e-

governance, he argues, is just one telling expression of this broader desire to 

eliminate (or at least obscure) mediation from sociality and politics. In this, 

Mazzarella understands “mediation” not only as the specific transfer of data; instead 

he refers to the practices and processes by which lived experience is rendered 

intelligible, communicable, and commensurate: “the ambiguous foundation of all 

social life” (2006, 476). As Operation West End demonstrated, the “seductions and 

short-circuits of the great utopian figure of immediacy” (2006, 476) are necessarily a 

fantasy that can’t be realized.  

Strains of such a “politics of immediation” are recognizable in Icelandic 

politics post-financial crash. The IMMI resolution also turned on the discourse of 

automating transparency and ensuring equity through easy  and “free” information 

access: “Tax havens’ aim is to make everything opaque. Our aim is to make 

everything transparent,” the resolution said (International Modern Media Institute). 

But what interests me most about this period is where Icelandic politics differ from 

those described by Mazzarella; that is to say, the ways that IMMI and the public 
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discourse around it emphasized intermediation – in all its material, procedural, and 

political messiness.  

IMMI approached mediation from two angles: first, in its writing it was 

minutely focused on the detailed mechanics of making and moving data. As 

illustrated by the previously reprinted flow chart, IMMI conceived of public 

information as a pathway: a series of steps between a source, a journalist, a publisher, 

an online host, an internet service provider, and the citizenry. Each of these links was 

seen as vitally important, and in need of legislative attention. In other words, each 

mediation was to be protected, each mediator enhanced in its (or his, or her) capacity. 

At the same time, IMMI’s intervention lay precisely in making Iceland a mediator, in 

itself. By creating and filling the position of “transparency haven,” IMMI established 

Iceland as a relay through which other nations’ information would move. The hope 

was that a news outlet might re-locate to Iceland, in order to avoid a repressive 

regime’s libel laws; a journalist might choose to store her data in Iceland, to protect it 

from her own government’s prying eyes; a hosting company might decide to build a 

data center in Iceland, to guarantee its clients safety from state surveillance. In each 

case, Iceland would serve as a central relay that would protect information – but more 

importantly, allow it safe passage from one place to the next. Critiques of IMMI took 

up precisely this question, debating Iceland’s fitness as an intermediary.  

If a “politics of immediation,” then, desires and deploys immediacy – claims 

to eliminate mediation practices from sociality or politics – then in Iceland another 

approach was at work. As I have suggested so far in this dissertation, Iceland’s 
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intermediary position has been the outcome of others’ decisions; has functioned in 

others’ interests. From the Danish telegraph, to the American surveillance station, to 

the international clusters of data centers today, intermediarity has been the effect of 

infrastructural expansion, the physical embodiment of Iceland’s ambivalent place in 

empire. As I have shown, Icelanders have actively engaged with this position, 

sometimes suffering as a consequence, and sometimes successfully leveraging it for 

their own gain. But IMMI and the public discussion around it signal how 

intermediarity can also be strategically claimed. It shows, moreover, how perceptions, 

practices, and politics of intermediation are active figures in Icelandic public life.  

By a politics of intermediation, I refer to the ways in which mediation is 

strategically foregrounded, deployed, and made a political priority. While this mode 

is by no means unique to Iceland, its history has made questions of intermediation 

especially pressing to work out. We might recognize such a politics at work, for 

example, in 19th century nationalists’ dismayed recognition that Iceland was 

perceived as a kind of borderlands between the colonizers and colonized – and their 

subsequent bids to strategically exploit their position in this middle space (Loftsdóttir 

2012, Oslund 2011). We can catch a glimpse of it in recent tourism campaigns that 

figure Iceland as a “gateway destination,” a valued hinge between self and other, 

home and an exotic “elsewhere” (Lund et. al. 2016). And we can see it in the kinds of 

infrastructural transformations this dissertation has described. Often, as we have seen, 

these efforts are fraught and frustrating: there is much here to critique. As Kristín 

Loftsdóttir has noted over a rich body of research, the precarity and peripherality of 
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the middle position can provoke responses that shore up racialized and imperial 

power (Loftsdóttir 2012, 2014, 2015a). For example, when Icelanders’ contested their 

place in the 1905 Colonial Exhibition by arguing they were more like Danes than 

Greenlanders (Loftsdóttir 2012, discussed in Chapter One) – or when they evoked 

tropes of African and Mediterranean corruption to distance themselves and 

distinguish IMMI – they could be said to partake in colonial complicity (Vuorela 

2009). The intermediary position, then, as I have argued, is never really neutral 

ground. The ready intersections between practices of mediation, and other modes of 

expansive, acquisitive, oppressive power make a politics of intermediation 

challenging. 

But at the same time, I contend that a politics of intermediation can be deeply 

important, impactful, and worthwhile. In contrast to a “politics of immediation,” 

which works to deny, or aims to eradicate, the everyday mediations that comprise 

social life, a politics of intermediation holds our focus precisely here. And from this 

vantage point we can see some things differently. First, a focus on intermediation 

performs the kind of inversion (Bowker 1996) that brings infrastructure into frame. 

IMMI, for example, grounds the question of transparency or “information freedom” 

in the immanent network of legal, corporate, and physical pathways through which 

our information moves. It makes visible these channels’ political entanglements. And 

in doing so, it articulates the responsibilities of range of actors disparately positioned 

along the way. Second, a politics of intermediation is attuned to shifting formations of 

social power – attentive to both persistent imbalances, and the kinds of relational 
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exchanges by which they might change. IMMI, for example, engaged Iceland’s 

variable role in shifting iterations of empire, both contesting and making use of the 

island’s marginality. While IMMI’s shortcomings are now more apparent, and its 

ultimate outcome remains to be seen, the project is nevertheless an example of 

moving creatively to lay claim to, and carve out space for, something new. This 

effort, in all its complexity, is one well worth learning from.  
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Conclusion  
 

Between December 2017 and January 2018, a series of odd burglaries in Reykjanes 

stacked up into what soon became, undeniably, a string: computer servers designed 

for Bitcoin mining were disappearing from data centers across the peninsula. While 

local law enforcement scrambled, and news stories steadily built, the thieves made off 

with 600 computers, valued at approximately two million dollars, from three different 

data centers on Reykjanes (Segal 2018). The nature of cryptocurrency mining, 

however (see Chapter Four), meant that the thieves took not only the Bitcoins, but the 

very means for making more – which as of today is valued at just over 8,000 U.S. 

dollars. It is considered the largest theft in Icelandic history (Bjarnason 2018). 

Strange as it already was, the case grew even more sensational when prime suspect 

Sindri Þór Stéfansson was detained, escaped prison, boarded a flight to Stockholm 

(reportedly, the same flight the Prime Minister was on), and went into hiding in 

Amsterdam. At this point, even reputable papers can’t seem to resist pitching the 

story as a Nordic Noir film (Chiu 2018).  

Following the heist on Reykjanes while I finish my dissertation has been a 

bizarre experience: at once a kind of validation, and the shiver that marks a shifting 

wind. Its international coverage is surreal after six years of making the case that what 

is happening here matters: the familiar anthropological gesture of taking something 

small, and insisting it is big. On the one hand, there may be no better illustration of 

what I have set out to show here: the stubborn materiality, uneven spatial distribution, 

and thus the contested territorial politics of digital data. While public interest has been 
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piqued by the ethereal nature of cryptocurrencies (evidenced, for example, in the 

plotline of popular television series Mr. Robot), the “Big Bitcoin Heist,” as it has 

come to be called by the media, starkly and unequivocally grounds the cloud: rather 

than a shadowy cabal of distant hackers doing their damage over the wires, here we 

have a group of people, who took a set of objects, and found a way to smuggle them 

out of a place. The distribution of digital infrastructure – that is, the fact that a 

company’s servers can be offshored on the Reykjanes peninsula – is what made the 

heist thinkable in the first place. And today, international news outlets are starting to 

speculate that “cultural” factors in Iceland contributed, too. As David Segal wrote for 

the New York Times in early May, 2018: “The theft suggests that security at some of 

Iceland’s Bitcoin mining operations has yet to catch up to the value of the 

commodity…Then again, this is Iceland, a place that seems to presume its citizens 

will abide by the law.” As Anton, the telecommunications engineer we encountered in 

the Introduction would say, it would seem that Iceland’s “security bubble” has been 

burst. While the questions are only beginning to be asked now, it seems that soon data 

center developers will have to reckon with what it means to be sited in Iceland – 

beyond their well-designed promotional material boasting picturesque geysers and 

waterfalls.  

At the same time though, that the heist drives home the emplacement and 

entanglement of digital infrastructures, it also sheds fresh light on what I have 

described as Iceland’s intermediarity. In the previous pages I have illustrated how 

Iceland has been positioned as an infrastructural intermediary for others, and how 
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Icelanders have made the most of this place. In Chapter One, I traced the history of 

Iceland’s first telegraph cable as a kind of origin story for transnational technical 

connection. The cable is remembered as key to the making of Iceland as a modern 

nation, but in exploring its afterlife at the Technical Museum, I excavated its more 

ambivalent role in early Icelandic sovereignty politics, and the ongoing lesson it 

makes evident in Seyðisfjörður: that connection is always a compromise.  

In Chapter Two, I turned to the Reykjanes region, where the remainder of the 

dissertation takes place. I described the making of Reykjanes into an outpost for the 

U.S. military, a bastion between East and West during the Second World War and the 

Cold War. But in tracing this effort’s infrastructural unfolding in the Naval Air 

Station Keflavík (NASKEF), I also unpacked the encounters it conditioned, as 

remembered by longtime Reykjanes residents. Chapter Two took up the case of the 

Sonar Surveillance System (SOSUS), and argued that Americans and Icelanders 

made different meanings of this covert infrastructure: the navy assumed it was 

keeping the secret, but Reyknesingar used that secrecy to signal their own proximity 

to power. Chapter Three continued this inquiry into the American occupation, turning 

to the “situation” (ástandið) of romantic relationships between Icelandic women and 

American men. Here I argued, following Icelandic historians and anthropologists, that 

concerns over NASKEF’s expansion were projected onto Icelandic women; and yet, I 

suggested that close attention to the experience of these cross-cultural relationships 

actually offers an instructive lens for thinking about transnational ties. Taken 

together, these chapters showed how Iceland was established as a technical relay in 
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the project of American military empire, and how the Icelanders closest to these 

infrastructural developments experienced their integration as cutting both ways.  

Chapters Four and Five built off this historical foundation in their analysis of 

present data center development on Reykjanes. In Chapter Four, I tracked the 

transformation of the decommissioned NASKEF into a site of technological 

enterprise, showing how the data center industry picked up on physical 

infrastructures, spatial orders, and affective stances left over from the base. In doing 

so, I made the case for viewing these data centers not as instantiating new technical 

connections, but as reprising the “rubble” of older and more insidious ones. 

Previously positioned in between two sides of military conflict (itself not over), 

Reykjanes is now positioned between two promising markets – but again serves as an 

in-between, at once included and overlooked. Chapter Five, taking a broader view of 

the data center industry, suggested that Iceland’s positioning as an infrastructural 

intermediary has consequences beyond the island’s shores. Starting from developers’ 

efforts to brand data centers as a “natural” fit in Iceland, due to its ample renewable 

energy and cold climate, I situated these claims in the context of a growing global 

industry, fast becoming a significant contributor to anthropogenic climate change. 

Iceland, I argue, works as both a physical and figurative relay: a place developers can 

gesture toward, in justifying the industry’s expansion. These chapters illustrated the 

persistence of Iceland’s intermediate position, and in doing so they worked to unsettle 

techno-optimistic faith in technological connectivity. Namely, they showed how 

digital development is far from an inherent good, as often imagined: where these 
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infrastructures are inextricably entangled with imperial legacies, technical connection 

can reprise marginalizing effects. 

Finally, in Chapter Six, I used the case of the Icelandic Modern Media 

Initiative (IMMI) to draw together the threads of the dissertation by discussing 

intermediarity as a contentious politic: that is to say, not only a situation in which 

people find themselves, but a viewpoint and set of practices from which to engage the 

world. What I have aimed to show, in this chapter and across those that precede it, is 

the work of being in-between. The work of both enacting and reckoning with 

difference, while at the same time cultivating relationships through and across it. In a 

place where infrastructure is built to facilitate flow through, rather than flow to, I 

have argued, it nevertheless organizes a particular kind of experience. This 

orientation differs from better-document movements for infrastructural access and 

equity: protest (Chu 2014, Von Schnitzler 2017), pressure (Anand 2011), 

improvisation (Simone 2004), and repair (Schwenkel 2015). It is sometimes 

empowering and sometimes exploitative. It requires getting comfortable on a terrain 

of shifting and asymmetrical proximities; of compromising and being compromised.  

 The “Big Bitcoin Heist” illustrates, starkly, just how vulnerable this middle 

position can be: not only for Icelanders, but also for those developers who aim to 

exploit their place. This dramatic tale of an Icelander who made off which a chunk of 

others’ infrastructures (which, at the time of this writing, has yet to be found), is an 

encounter unlike any we have seen so far. Here, Iceland was treated as an 

intermediary to be exploited, but it wound up working more like a trap. Just when 
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developers got too comfortable (thinking the middle would be, as usual, overlooked), 

someone found a way to take advantage – to flip Iceland’s intermediarity back in their 

court. In saying so, I do not mean to frame the heist as inevitable, as righteous or as 

justified. But I do think it highlights the themes of this dissertation in a new way, 

performing its own kind of infrastructural inversion (Bowker 1996): it pulls the 

salience and flexibility of the middle position into frame. In its wake, it remains to be 

seen what will happen to the data storage industry in Iceland. It is possible that data 

centers, or their clients, will move elsewhere. It is probable that my own access will 

be curtailed. But what are the implications for our own everyday thinking, and acting 

in relation to such infrastructures? 

 I believe we need to approach digital networks differently. First, we need to 

understand them as impactful material objects: resisting the ephemeral image of 

“cloud computing,” we need to follow their actual implementations, as they are 

imagined, invested in, constructed, operated, and maintained. We need to do so not in 

the abstract, but with close and sustained (ethnographic) attention to place. Second, as 

a consequence, and even more importantly, we need to think these instantiations of 

transnational connection in their close and complicit relation to other such modes: for 

example, the expansive aspirations of imperial and military power. Far from signaling 

the “death of distance” (Cairncross 2001) or the “compression of space-time” 

(Tsatsou 2009), digital infrastructures are worked into complex place-based politics 

and as such can create, reprise, and entrench marginalities. As such, rather than 

signifying the novel, overriding or overwriting whatever came before, we might read 
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them instead as part of the active afterlives of geopolitical problems far from being 

resolved.  

Reykjanes, Iceland’s inheritance may be a highly specific history, but it is far 

from the only intermediary on the internet. For example, Nicole Starosielski has 

documented how the Pacific Islands were used as network nodes in fiber-optic cable 

development (2015); Graham Pickren has followed the influx of IT infrastructures in 

Chicago’s declining post-industrial South Side (2017), and Mél Hogan has made the 

broader observation that “desperation seems to be a locative factor” in the siting of 

data storage facilities (2013). These examples differ starkly from the “megacities” 

(Malecki 2014) and “Silicon Valleys” (Gallagher and Zarsky 2007, Patni 1999, 

Wahyuni et. al. 2012) often cited as the major players in digital economies. While 

online presence is tightly linked to affluence, and cloud storage driven by privileged 

communities where owning multiple devices is the norm (Carruth 2014), increasingly 

its effects are being outsourced elsewhere. As the proliferation of digital data shows 

no signs of slowing or stopping, engaging with the depth of its uneven effects should 

be a priority: not only as a timely and important field of research, but as a practice of 

responsible participation in the dense webs of connection we now see – but have long 

shared. 
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