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Toynbee Hall
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The Icelandic Community
in the beginning of the last century

• There was no gap between childhood and adulthood and 
children went from being children to adults and being 
expected to being as productive as adult workers. 

• Iceland was a nation of farmers and fishermen and a lot 
of young people worked alongside farmers as general 
workers but after decades of hard work there was a 
possibility of being given a small piece of the land by the 
farmer you worked for, and become a farmer yourself so 
upward mobility was somewhat facilitated(Gísli Ágúst 
Gunnlaugsson)

• The Icelandic “industrial revolution“ involved bringing in 
more advanced machinery for our main industries, fish 
industries (small motorboats et cetera, one hp 1901) , 
farming industries etc. 
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The Icelandic Community
in the beginning of the last century (2)

• Law on Education was set in the year 1906
• The Youth Organisations and other societies were

formed at the beginning of the century and bridged the
gap between the old society and the modern society in 
which teenagers were a new thing. 

• The population moved from the country side to the city
and the society changed as result farming wasn‘t the
main industry anymore and new work roles were cerated
and all of a sudden adolescents were not needed within
the work force due to changed work roles. This created a 
lot of free time for adolescents and leisure time was a 
new phenomena. 

(c) Árni Guðmundsson  4



Icelanders 1860 -2010
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The shift from rural living to
city/town living
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Reykjavík 1942
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Reykjavík 1901 - 6.600



Reykjavík 1954
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Ca 60.000



Reykjavík 1986
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ca 96.000



Reykjavík 2014
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Rapid Societal Changes in Iceland 

� The society changed from a farming society, 
that had remained unchanged for decades, 
to a society where the majority of the 
population lived in the city or towns.

� Everything changed, from occupational roles, 
technology, accommodation, the educational 
system to quality of life. 
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The Changes in the Icelandic 
Society

Improvements in the 
farming industry in 

terms of better 
machinery etc

Villages are created 
around the fishing 

industry
Industrial revolution 

Class system
develops and middle

class emerges

The years after the
war – the effects of 

other cultures on our
culture

Business and 
cultural changes in 

the seventies

Globalization Neo-Liberlism and 
the economic crash

Iceland after the
economic chrash
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Generation that raises generation... 

Improvements 
in the farming 
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But what about the 
youth!
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Has the youth turned “old”

� There was a discussion on the International Conference on 
Settlements (IFS)  1922 about how to specifically manage and 
support this newly coined life phase adolescence.

� Public discussion about youth in Iceland is not common til 
after and around 1935 and this is linked to the army 
occupation in Iceland 1939 

� Before that time the public discussion was first and foremost 
about the unhealthy and not child friendly villages that were 
being formed. 

� Parents resorted to sending the children back to the past that 
is send them to spend time on farms during summer holidays 
because this is how they spent their childhood.
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Aðalsteinn Sigmundsson Teacher –
The Chairman of the Youth Association of Iceland 
(4H - Young Farmers)

� Aðalsteinn was worried about the state of affairs 
for the youth and in 1939 he wrote a 24 page 
booklet called Children of the City. In this booklet 
he writes:

� „Sometimes it seems that people have not 

realised that today‘s youth is not being 

supported adequately in this modern society, 

and that in the future this nation will suffer as 

result.” (s:7)
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And Aðalsteinn continues:

� „ And the city itself – what one could call the 
sociologicl entity – does not know, just like the 
individuals how to live in a city. Reykjavik is the first 
and only city in a country that has no city culture-
and does nothing to create one - does not even try 
to create a society in which children can flourish. It 
mostly forgets that children exist unless in the 
instances in which the Law on Education forces it to 
remember”. p: 16
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Icelandic Youth Clubs

� In 1942 Jónas from Hriflu (MP) Minester of Education 
proposed in Parliament that a Youth Hall should be 
built in Reykjavík

� The newly founded Youth Society of Reykjavík (4-H) 
asked for a piece of land to build a youth hall. 

� August Sigurðsson was appointed by the Mayor of 
Reykjavík and Minister of Education to prepare a 
report on youth Hall
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Icelandic Youth Clubs (2)

� Ágúst Sigurðsson and his ideas, report 
from1943

� „The Youth Hall should be a respite where young people 
can spend their leisure time, a place where young 
people can work on what interests them – from social 
activities, revision, reading, home economics, chess or 
other healthy interest- there they should be able to rest 
after hard day´s work and enjoy healthy pursuits. 
Because of how alchol is often misused in other social 
contexts, I believe it is right not to allow alcohol 
consumption in the youth hall.“
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Youth Hall

� The Youth Hall was meant to be much bigger 
than the Youth Clubs of today. They were 
going to have facilities for :
� Theatre shows
� Cinema screenings
� Meetings
� Concerts/dances/exhibitions
� Sport matches/facilities to practice sport
� Ice skating rank
� Number of hobby rooms 
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B.Æ.R.

� The Reykjavík Association ofYouth 
Organisations was founded in 1948 

� It was meant to be a key figure and run the 
Youth Hall 

� It never lived up to the expectations and did 
not meet it´s goal of uniting all the youth 
organisations and the project was simply to  
big for them.
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The Child Protection Society of 
Reykjavík 1952

� „ A number of children and adolescents live in 
accamodation that does not give them space to 
engage in healthy leisure activities. Because of this 
many adolescents take to wandering the streets, sit 
in restaurants or cafés or spend their time in other 
pursuits that are not conducive to their maturity and 
growth. Lack of interests is one of the main reason 
for engaging in offending behaviour. 

� In other cultures most of the  big cities have created 
youth clubs for teenagers. These clubs are believed 
to serve the same role,in terms of pedagocial input, 
as nurseries, after school clubs and schools and 
within these cultures, more and more youth clubs 
are being built.  “
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What happened to that hall ?

� The youth Hall became a sport Hall called 
Laugardalshöll (opened 1964)
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What happened to that hall? 
(2)

� The case had been dragging through the 
system for years and it became evident that a 
youth hall was no longer  on the agenda

� It was back to square one a gain, the city was 
now three times bigger than when the idea 
first came to light in 1942

� The mayor decides to create the Youth 
Council of Reykjavík (shortly before election). 
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Tómstundaheimilið Lindargötu Reykjavík



Timeline 1 –

� 1884 Toynbee Hall, 
London, England

� 1912 Birkagården, 
Stockholm, Sweden

� 1912 Åskagaarden, 
Copenhagen, 
Denmark

� 1919 Kalliola, 
Helsinki, Finland
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Timeline 2

� 1933 Lundby Ungdomsgård, Gothenburg, 
Sweden

� Around 1942 a number of Youth Clubs were 
opened in Denmark  

� 1953 Hammarsborg ungdomsklubb, Oslo, 
Norway 

� 1957 Tómstundaheimilið við Lindargötu, 
Reykjavík, Iceland
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Timeline 3

� 1957 Tómstundaheimilið Lindargötu, Reykjavík
� 1962 Æskulýðsheimilið, Siglufirði
� 1966 Félagmiðstöð Álfhólsvegi 32, Kópavogi
� 1969 Æskulýðheimilið, Hafnarfirði
� 1972 Dynheimar, Akureyri
� 1975 Tryggvaskáli, Selfoss
� 1978 Félagsmiðstöð í skólum, Garðabær, 

Sauðárkrókur, Keflavík 
� 1979 Æskulýðsheimilið Fáskrúðsfirði
� 1980 Arnadalur Akranesi. Féló Vestmannaeyjum. 
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Tímeline 4

� In 1964 there were 14  Youth Councils in Iceland. (15%)
� In 1980 they had increased to 32 Youth Councils in 

Iceland. (45%)
� In 2006 there are 50 Youth Councils in Iceland. These 

numbers do not take into account the decrease in that 
has taken place. (75%)

� In 2014 are Youth Councils in almost all municipalities
(98%)
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1955 1995

5.1.1956
Fyrsti fundur nefndar

um skemmtanah. ungs
fólks, varð ÆR  26/11 56

Starfsemi ÆR og síðar ÍTR 1955–1992

Apr 1960
Tómstundaheimilid

við Snorrabraut
í samvinnu við Skáta

Oct 1956
Sr Bragi Friðriksson

 framkv.st. hefur störf.

Apr 1957
Tómstundaheimilið
á Lindargötu. 50

Skrifstofa ÆR flytur að
L 50

Dec 1963
ÆR fær

Fríkirkjuveg 11

Mar 1962
ÆR fær Tjarnarbæ

Sep 1964
ÆR skilar Tjarnarbæ

Jul 1958
ÆR fær afnot af
Golfskálanum

Jan 1965
“Opin hús” hefjast

á F11

May 1967
Siglingaklúbbur ÆR

Siglunes fær í
Nauthólsvík

Sep 1962
Tómstrundah.

Bræðraborgarst-
SÍBS

Nov 1974
Félagsmiðstöðin

Fellahellir

Nov 1976
Félagsmiðstöðin

Bústaðir

Jun 1980
Félagsmiðstöðin

Þróttheimar

Aug 1981
Félagsmiðstöðin

Tónabær

May 1964
Reynir Karlsson

 framkv.st.hefur störf

Jun 1962
Siglingarklúbburinn
Siglunes stofnaður

Sep 1970
Fáksheimilið

Opið hús

Sep 1968
Tónabær

Feb 1989
Félagsmiðstöðin

Fjörgyn

Nov 1989
Unglingaskemmtistaðurinn

Glymur

Sep 1992
Félagsmiðstöðin

Hólmasel

Feb 1986
Félagsmiðstöðin

Frostaskjól

Jun 1971
Pangið

Breiðholt 1Jun 1971
Opið Hús

Árbæjarskóla

Nov 1991
 Hitt húsið
16 - 25 ára

Nov 1978
Ómar Einarsson

 framkv.st.
hefur störf

Jun 1986
ÍTR hefur starfsemi

ÆR lagt niður

Sep 1979
Ómar Einarsson

ráðinn framkv.st ÆR

Sep 1970
Framfarafél Árbæjar
Árbæjarsk Opið hús

skemmtikvöld

Jan 1971
Hinrik Bjarnason

ráðinn framkvæmdast.

Aug 1981
Félagsmiðstöðin

Ársel

Fylgiskjal 2

Jul 1967
ÆR fær Saltvík á

Kjalarnesi til afnota
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To summarise

� The cultural changes and developments over 
the last 150 years has given each generation 
unique challenges when it comes to raising 
children as parents are continually facing 
challenges that did not exist when they were 
growing up.

� This fosters insecurity that presents in the 
recurrent theme that today‘s youth is on a 
downward spiral.
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Foggy future ?

� The experience gained by growing up in Icelandic society
could only be used partially because the society had changed
so significantly and attitudes and values differed from what
had been upheld when the parents were growing up.

� Can the “Duran Duran” generation, children of the “Hippy
generation“ use values taught to them in childhood when
raising children in a society that no longer upholds these
values?

� How can parents raise children in a society they and their 
children do not know what the cultural values are?“

� What is the role of the society/youth clubs in all of this?
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Youth Clubs – the
pedagocial perspective
� Educational centre in the widest meaning of that word –

how to become a functioning member of the society
� What is being studied? – life skills – how to work with 

others within a community and cope with the diverse 
challenges of life.

� To improve social skills, mature as a person and improve 
self image which can be achieved by participating in 
projects and activities on offer in youth clubs.
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Youth Clubs – the Sociological
perspective

� Youth Clubs are amongst other things used 
as a tool to contain the cultural evolution (that 
people are unsure of how will end or what it 
will lead to) and shape the youth.

� A security measure to watch over today‘s 
youth and preventing them from coming to 
harm.

� Youth work is based on what is current in the 
modern society but based on professional 
foundation.   (c) Árni Guðmundsson  41



Youth Culture throughout the
years

� The youth has always been on downward spiral and 
older people tend to forget what their own youth was 
like or cannot put themselves in the young people´s 
shoes/understand their circumstances because of 
the societal changes. 

� And so it happens to every youth that they 
themselves misunderstand the future youth when 
they themselves are no longer young.

� Each phase of life is unique – what you learn when 
young can be of limited value when you try to use it 
to guide your child rearing when raising the next 
generation. (c) Árni Guðmundsson  42



Thank you
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