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ABSTRACT 

 

 This thesis examines the role that social capital played in the medieval Icelandic 

culture of power as seen in Njáls saga. Njáls saga was chosen because of its depiction 

of conflict and settlement between individuals and their social networks.  The saga 

shows how fallout from actions can involve many individuals from a social network.  

Njáls saga allows for a long-term overview of social competition as it depicts the 

weakness of lasting settlements between parties.  Application of the ideas of Pierre 

Bourdieu are useful insomuch as they allow to measure and examine the society 

depicted in Njáls saga.  This thesis is divided into 3 chapters.  Chapter 1 examines 

social capital within the context of medieval Icelandic society.  In this section the legal 

and political landscape are examined together in regards to how various types of capital 

defined Iceland’s Commonwealth.  Alongside this an overview of the origins and 

important features of Njál’s saga, as they relate to competition within Icelandic society, 

are examined.  The content in chapter 1 lays the foundation for the arguments in the 

following two chapters.  Chapter 2 focuses on the feuds, conflicts, and exchange of 

hostilities over the lives of the three characters: Gunnarr Hámundarson, Njáll 

Þorgeirsson, and Mǫrðr Valgarðsson.  What is important to note in this section are the 

differences in social capital that Gunnarr and Njáll control as wealthy farmers and the 

social network that Mǫrðr can access through his chieftaincy.  The discussion in this 

chapter identifies how powerful and important social capital was in Iceland’s 

Commonwealth era.  The thesis concludes with chapter 3 which looks beyond the saga 

and presents several personal observations about the events the saga describes and how 

social capital was used within it.  By their very nature these observations remain 

speculative and require future consideration and evaluation. 
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ÁGRIP 

 

 Í ritgerðinni er hugað að hlutverki félagslegs auðmagns í valdaátökum 

þjóðveldisaldar eins og þau birtast í Brennu-Njáls sögu. Sagan varð fyrir valinu vegna 

þess að hún gefur góða mynd af tengslum félagslegra tengsla og átaka, enda geta 

einstakir atburðir kallað á aðgerðir margra úr sama félagslega tengslanetinu. Enn 

fremur sýnir sagan margvíslega veikleika í þessum tengslanetum yfir langan tíma. 

Kenningar Pierre Bourdieu koma að notum við þessa athugun að því leyti að þau láta í 

té tæki til að mæla og skoða það samfélag sem Brennu-Njáls saga dregur upp mynd af. 

Ritgerðin skiptist í þrjá kafla. Í fyrsta kafla er félagslegt auðmagn kannað í 

íslenska miðaldasamfélagi.  Hugað er að lögum og stjórnskipun með tilliti til  

félagslegs auðmagns. Um leið er hugað að mikilvægum einkennum sögunnar einkum 

hvað varðar samkeppni innan samfélagsins. Inntak fyrsta kafla leggur grunninn að 

umfjöllun seinni kaflanna tveggja. Í öðrum kafla er sjónum beint að fæðardeilum og 

þætti þeirra í lífshlaupi þriggja persóna, þeirra Gunnars Hámundarsonar, Njáls 

Þorgeirssonar og Marðar Valgarðssonar. Vert er að gefa því gaum að stórbændurnir 

Gunnar og Njáll ráða yfir minna félagslegu auðmagni en goðorðsmaðurinn Mörður. 

Þessi kafla sýnir mikilvægi félagslegs auðmagns í átökum þjóðveldisaldar eins og þau 

birtast í sögunni. Ritgerðin endar á þriðja kafla sem horfir út fyrir söguna og setur fram 

skoðanir höfundar á þeim atburðum sem sagan lýsir og þætti félagslegs auðmagns í 

framvindu þeirra. Þessar skoðanir eru enn á því stigi að vera vangaveltur og þyrfti að 

skoða þær betur í viðameiri rannsókn. 
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Small Men Verses Big Men: The Use of Social Capital in Burnt Njáls Saga 

 

Introduction 

 

 The Icelandic sagas are a body of world heritage medieval literature that have 

been viewed from many different perspectives such as social history, literature, and as a 

means of exploring individual aspects of medieval Icelandic life ranging from feud and 

honor, to island politics, and the conversion and adoption of Christianity.  This thesis 

will focus on Njáls saga and the role that feud and competition comprise in the 

narrative.  The saga illustrates a conflict that spans the lifetimes of the characters and 

shows how individuals competed in long-term struggles where legal settlements were 

stepping stones for one player’s political and social end game.  Njáls saga depicts a 

society that consisted of goðar (chieftains) and bændr (farmers).  Although chieftains 

were powerful figures, the island’s elite also consisted of wealthy farmers who, as seen 

in Njáls saga, were able to dominate the political landscape and even beat those that 

possessed a title.   

The thesis examines the conflicts between the two main protagonists in the saga, 

the wealthy farmers Gunnarr Hámundarson and Njáll Þorgeirsson, and their rival, the 

chieftain Mǫrðr Valgarðsson.  While Gunnarr and Njáll are formidable, even heroic 

figures in Icelandic society they are eventually beaten by Mǫrðr, someone who is 

portrayed in the saga as an individual of inferior character.  But how does Mǫrðr win?  

The answer is simple: he chooses to fight the duo from his position of strength, using 

the social network afforded to him by his chieftaincy.  It is common knowledge that a 

chieftaincy primarily gave its owner prestige and legal functions at þings; however, 

through Mǫrðr’s actions we are witness to a goði aggressively using the social network 

of his chieftaincy to defeat and eliminate two prominent and powerful farmers. 

 The thesis employs Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical perspective on types of capital, 

especially social capital, to examine the behaviors of the saga’s characters.
1
 
2
 
3
    

Bourdieu’s analytical perspective provides a useful framework for discussing how 

individuals in medieval Icelandic society used tangible and intangible resources to 

                                                 
1
 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977). 

2
 Pierre, Bourdieu. “Cultural Reproduction and Social Reproduction” Power and Ideology in Education. 

487-511. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977). 
3
 Pierre, Bourdieu and Loïc. Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press), 1992. 
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initiate and resolve their interpersonal disputes.  Throughout this thesis five different 

forms of capital will be reflected upon.  The first is economic or physical capital which 

is made up of the sum of an individual’s material possessions or wealth.  The second 

type of capital examined is human capital, or the skills and knowledge that an 

individual possesses.   The third form of capital is cultural capital.  Cultural capital 

differs from both economic and human capital insomuch as it relates to the production 

of work that the society deems valuable.  Examples of this in our modern world are the 

works of celebrities and musicians.  The fourth form of capital discussed is symbolic 

capital.  Symbolic capital takes its form in the social positions within society.  For 

instance a king or a president would be someone who possesses a large amount of 

symbolic capital.  The last form of capital which will be discussed is social capital.  

Social capital is the value of one’s social network.  This value is expressed in relations 

between persons that facilitate action.
4
  It will be argued that of all of these forms of 

capital social capital, was the most vital for success in conflict. 

 

What is Social Capital? 

 An important first step before applying social capital to the Icelandic sagas is to 

define the term and its development.  While social capital has been used and defined in 

different ways by various scholars there are conceptual similarities between its usage.
5
  

Social capital depends on individual-to-individual relationships as well as relationships 

between individuals and groups.  As the name indicates social capital is a form of 

wealth.  It is measured in the services and access to resources rendered by personal 

relations and obligations.  Unlike economic capital there is no bank balance to provide 

a definite reading on an individual’s wealth; rather social capital is more akin to credit.  

Since it requires investment in relationships it requires upkeep.  As such it is difficult to 

gauge the exact amount of social capital that an individual possesses at one given time.  

As a result, there are different theories on what constitutes social capital and how is it 

made and maintained. 

 The term social capital was first used by John Dewey in his monograph School 

in Society in 1900 although he made no attempt to define the word.
6
   Pierre Bourdieu 

was the first scholar to start defining the concept in his book, Outline of a Theory of 

                                                 
4
 Elinor, Ostrom. Crafting Institutions for Self-Governing Irrigation Systems. (San Francisco: Institute for 

Contemporary Studies 1992), 13. 
5
 For further reading on social capital see the work of James Coleman, and Robert Putnam. 

6
 John Dewey, The School and Society, Vol. 151. SIU Press, 1980. 
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Practice in 1972.  Bourdieu developed his theories while studying the Algerian tribes 

of Northern Africa.  While his goal was to study social conditions in colonial Africa, 

the lasting influence of Bourdieu’s work was in his definition and use of various types 

of capital as a means to understand society.   

 Bourdieu observed that tribal Algerian culture embodied tendencies and 

dispositions that were shared across the population.  In this society there was a strong 

awareness of social structures and cultural norms that defined what Bourdieu referred 

to as habitus.  Habitus refers to the deeply engrained individual habits, skills, cultural 

behaviors, and strategy generating structures which allow its adherents to maneuver in 

society.   According to Bourdieu the structures that comprise habitus create security by 

allowing individuals in a society to know how to respond socially.  In this way habitus 

creates a “common sense world” in which the inhabitants know how to act and react to 

one another.   This is important because actions between two individuals that share the 

same habitus are organized and predictable because they follow the same social 

formula.
7
 

 Habitus is both individually and collectively owned.  An example of this can be 

seen in something as simple as how individuals dress.  The saying “the clothes make 

the man” reflect the idea that appearance is a form of social signaling.  For instance in 

politics the leaders of countries dress in formal attire as a way of life.  It is crucial for 

them because their habitus urges them to present themselves professionally and 

formally.  The use of clothing in high levels of society confers credibility to the wearer. 

 Bourdieu believed that habitus is not created, but rather it is something inherited 

from previous generations.  It is a culture of belief and behavior that an individual 

accepts from an early age and does not question.  This inherited way of thinking is 

subconscious and is referred to by Bourdieu as “yesterday’s man”.   In this manner the 

habitus used to create social capital is owned, replicated, and passed on by individuals 

in society from one generation to another.   While habitus governs behavior it is 

essentially invisible and built into their subconscious patterns of behavior.  Bourdieu 

stated that actors can weigh and estimate the consequences of their actions; however it 

is always through the lens of habitus that individuals solve problems and build social 

                                                 
7
 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, 72-73. 
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relationships   Due to these reasons a society’s habitus can be observed in the actions 

and reactions taken by individuals.
8
  

 Habitus is held in place by illusio and organized into fields.  Without these two 

dimensions habitus would not exist.  Illusio is best defined as the willingness of an 

individual to believe that the game that they are all playing is worth continuing.
9
  An 

instance of this can be seen in the commitment of a professional soldier.  The working 

conditions in any military are not ideal and pay is not substantial enough to warrant the 

associated dangers.  But money and comfort often are not the reasons why people stay 

in the military.  Many soldiers believe that what they are doing is an important service 

to their nation.  This belief or illusio often gives its holders the strength and courage to 

justify why they are in horrid situations or make difficult decisions.  The belief in the 

validity of one owns habitus is vital for its continuation and replication.    

 Bourdieu divided a society’s habitus into fields.  A field represents a group or 

sub-culture within society.  Bourdieu described the concept of fields as a room full of 

people playing cards.  At first glance they all appear to be engaged in the same activity, 

but on closer observation people are playing different games in smaller groups.  Each 

of these games is played differently and for different reasons.  Rules change from group 

to group as do the value of the cards; however the medium, a deck of cards, stays the 

same.  These smaller groups represent fields within a larger social space.  Each field 

carries with it a modified ranking of values and capital.  As a result, a certain type of 

capital may have great value in one sub-group, yet be devalued or even dangerous to its 

owner’s health in another. The habitus of two sub-groups can be vastly different within 

the same society.
10

  In the political area an individual is expected to comport 

themselves in a formal and professional manner, while in a sub-culture of surfers the 

ideal figure is an individual of more easy going character.  These two fields are far 

enough apart that their adherents are almost alien to each other.  The reinforcing 

principles of their respective fields or sub-groups incorporate a variety of different 

behaviors ranging from the manner of speech and body language, to differences in 

dress and expected life styles.   

 Different fields also place different value on alternative types of capital.  Torfi 

Tulinius in his book, The Enigma of Egill: The Saga, the Viking Poet, and Snorri 

                                                 
8
 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, 78-79. 

9
 Pierre Bourdieu and Loïc Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Socialogy, 98. 

10
 Ibid., 16-18. 
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Sturluson, gives an illustration of this by comparing a business owner to a scholar.  

Both live in the same world but the capital they value is different.  Business owners 

emphasize economic capital as the defining factor to success or failure.  The scholar on 

the other hand needs economic capital to survive but their primary goal is to obtain 

cultural (academic) capital for success.  Both the businessman and the academic pursue 

different forms of capital that their respective sub-groups define as necessary and 

valuable.
11

 

   For Bourdieu many of his ideas evolved during his life time.  While Bourdieu 

first used the term social capital in 1972, it was only later that he defined it.  He 

initially defined it as “capital of social relationships which will provide, if necessary, 

useful ‘supports’: a capital of honorability and respectability which is often 

indispensable if one desires to attract clients in socially important positions, and which 

may serve as currency, for instance in a political career.”
12

  He later went on to redefine 

his position in 1992 with the following statement, “the sum of resources, actual or 

virtual, that accrue to an individual or group by virtue of possessing a durable network 

of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition.”
13

 

 

Social Capital and its Scholastic use in Medieval Iceland 

 Torfi Tulinius and Kevin J. Wanner have used Bourdieu’s ideas sparingly but 

insightfully to examine aspects of medieval Icelandic society.  Both Torfi and Wanner 

are interested in the literary activity and machinations of Snorri Sturluson.  Torfi in 

chapter four of his book The Enigma of Egill: The Saga, the Viking Poet, and Snorri 

Sturluson is concerned with the reasons behind Snorri’s bookishness and his desire to 

produce manuscripts.  In a similar vein Wanner is interested in understanding why 

Snorri Sturluson wrote the Edda and how it might have played into the acquisition and 

exchange of different types of capital.
14

  

 Kevin Wanner’s book, Snorri Sturluson and the Edda: The Conversion of 

Cultural Capital in Medieval Scandinavia, centers on the Edda and Snorri’s use of 

                                                 
11

 Torfi H. Tulinius, The Enigma of Egill: The Saga, the Viking Poet, and Snorri Sturluson, trans. Victoria 
Cribb. (United States: Cornell University Library, 2014), 189. 
12

 Pierre Bourdieu, “Cultural Reproduction and Social Reproduction”, 503. 
13

 Pierre, Bourdieu and Loïc. Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Socialogy, 119. 
14

 Kevin J. Wanner, Snorri Sturluson and the Edda: The Conversion of Cultural Capital in Medieval 

Scandinavia, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press Inc, 2008). 



10 
 

skaldic poetry in the Scandinavian culture of power.  Much of his discussion focuses on 

Snorri’s political life and his attempts to build and convert his existing capital.  Snorri 

wished to improve his position in Iceland.  One of these ways was through becoming a 

hirðmaðr, or a part of the Norwegian King’s retinue.  Although the title contained no 

executive power outside of the Norwegian realm, it did confer symbolic capital in 

Iceland.  It was this title that Snorri set out to gain in Norway.  One of Snorri’s 

passions, and medieval Iceland’s most valuable assets vis-a-vis Norway, was skaldic 

poetry.
15

  For a period the culture of power between Norway and Iceland were closely 

connected, and individuals within them operated with the same habitus.  Wanner 

compares Scandinavia’s need for skaldic poetry to ancient Greek poetry.  Kings die and 

want to be remembered and skaldic poetry provided a way to record their deeds.  

Skalds acted as historians insomuch as they kept the memory of the dead alive by.
16

  

Poetry was what Snorri intended to offer the king, but his plans did not turn out as he 

intended. 

 When Snorri arrived in Norway he realized that the culture of power in Iceland 

and Norway had diverged.  The kings in Scandinavia had moved away from many of 

their former traditions and emulated their southern neighbors.  The cultural capital of 

skaldic poetry had been weakened during the 13
th

 century through the importation of 

foreign literature into Scandinavia and the influence of Christianity.    Public 

knowledge of pagan myths and gods had waned as the majority of the population had 

forgotten the old stories.  Due to this many of the metaphors used in skaldic poetry 

were considered to be old fashioned or not even understood.  Along with this the value 

of skaldic poetry was also damaged by the role that the Church had assumed in society.  

The new religion offered rulers a new ideology to legitimize their role in society along 

with a new technology in the form of manuscripts to record their lives.
17

 

 According to Wanner this change in habitus alarmed Snorri, and although his 

trip to Norway was successful in gaining the title that he sought, his goal of trading on 

his knowledge of skaldic poetry failed.  The Edda, according to Wanner represents 

Snorri’s attempt to prop up his own failing cultural capital as times were changing.  His 

goal was to create a text book for future skalds to learn and understand both the 

                                                 
15

 Ibid., 55. 
16

 Ibid., 63. 
17

 Ibid., 76. 
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composition of skaldic poetry and the Norse pagan past.
18

  In an ironic twist of fate 

Snorri’s attempt to revive skaldic poetry failed but it has preserved the stories and 

poetry that Icelanders enjoy to the present day.  

 Torfi Tulinius applies Bourdieu to Snorri’s literary life with the goal of 

understanding why he went to such great lengths to compose and produce manuscripts.  

Torfi mentions an instance in Snorri’s life when one of his rivals, Sturla Sighvatsson, 

showed interest in copying his library.
19

  Sturla’s interest was not in the entertainment 

value of good stories, but rather the cultural capital that was conveyed by acting as a 

patron and holder of knowledge.  Snorri’s library and book production was unique and 

admired by his peers, including his rivals.  Torfi argues that the habitus surrounding the 

production and ownership of manuscripts was tied to the long standing tradition of 

poetry in Norse society.  In the beginning of the 13
th

 century Icelandic chieftains 

emulated foreign royalty by trying to attract poets to compose verses about them to 

enhance their reputation.
20

  Snorri appears to have been the first chieftain to have great 

success in appropriating the manuscript tradition brought into Iceland by the Church 

and combining it with the vernacular poetic tradition.  In this manner Snorri’s 

operations at Reykholt where the cutting edge of sophistication in 13
th

 century Iceland. 

 Torfi makes the very important point that a chieftain’s source of power was his 

ability to maintain relationships and that the act of gift giving provided the means to do 

this.  A chieftain’s symbolic capital was directly tied to acquiring and giving luxury 

goods to þingmenn.
21

  In this manner an individual‘s forms of capital were not isolated 

from one another.  Rather wealth was a sum of all forms of capital that an individual 

controlled.  Torfi points out that the careers of Icelandic chieftains during the 13th 

century illustrates this fact.  People who were deficent in one form of capital would try 

to convert their surplus in other types in an effort to raise their status in society. 

 Lastly, Torfi states that there are three advantages of applying Bourdieu‘s ideas 

to the chieftains of the late Commonwealth.  First, and in particular in relation to the 

Sturlusons, the advancement of a chieftain was not straight forward, but rather it was 

comprised of a number of interrelated factors.  Second, different types of symbolic 

capital were needed and used by chieftains to outmaneuver their opponents, in 

particular kinship or ties to the Norwegian royalty.  Third, Bourdieu’s ideas show that 

                                                 
18

 Ibid., 94. 
19

 Torfi, Tulinius, The Enigma of Egill, 183. 
20

 Ibid., 181. 
21

 Ibid., 173. 



12 
 

different forms of cultural activity could become integral parts in the political arena.  

Due to these reasons Torfi states that Bourdieu’s theories can be used as a tool to help 

understand the island’s elite and their varied political activities.
22

   

 Bourdieu’s ideas of habitus, field, illusio, and social capital provide a useful 

perspective on how chieftains and wealthy farmers competed with one another in the 

Icelandic political arena.  Both Torfi Tulinius and Kevin Wanner have examined capital 

in 13
th

 century Icelandic society to help understand the motives of chieftains.  Their 

work has shown that Bourdieu’s theories can successfully be used in this field of 

research.  In this thesis I expand the scope of social capital in the early Icelandic sagas.  

As historical sources the family sagas are somewhat troublesome.  Fact, fiction, and 

imagination are all blended together in a way that can be deceptive.  As a result there is 

a degree of trepidation among some scholars to analyze their contents. I believe, 

however, that they are just as valuable as later material to help understand the turmoil 

of the 13
th

 century. 

 

The Chapters that Follow 

 The remainder of this thesis is presented as three chapters.  Chapter 1 

contextualizes social capital within the context of medieval Icelandic society.  Here I 

summarize the legal and political and political landscape together with how various 

types of capital helped define the Icelandic world.  I also present an overview of the 

origins and important features of Njál’s saga as they relate to competition within 

Icelandic society.  This discussion provides the setting for the main body of the 

discussion in the following chapters.  Chapter 2 discusses the feuds, conflicts, and 

exchange of hostilities over the lives of aforementioned characters: Gunnarr 

Hámundarson, Njáll Þorgeirsson, and Mǫrðr Valgarðsson.  Important here are the 

differences in social capital that Gunnarr and Njáll could control as wealthy farmers 

and the social network that Mǫrðr mobilizes as a local chieftain.  Similarly, this 

discussion identifies how powerful and important social capital was in the Iceland’s 

Commonwealth era.  The thesis concludes with chapter 3 which looks beyond the saga 

and presents several personal observations about the events the saga describes and how 

social capital was used within it.  By their very nature these observations remain 

speculative and require future consideration and evaluation. 

                                                 
22

 Ibid., 186. 
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Chapter One: Context and Setting the Stage of Njáls saga 

 

 In this chapter I investigate the world depicted in Njáls saga and the historical 

context surrounding the story.  This chapter will be broken into two sections. First it 

will discuss the forms of capital available in medieval Iceland and how they were 

employed by their owners.  This section will also investigate the structures of advocacy 

and brokerage in the saga.  The second section will briefly examine the two prevailing 

theories on the composition of the saga, the structure of feud, and reasons behind why 

Njáls saga is important to understanding the use of social capital in the medieval 

Icelandic culture of power. 

 

Capital and its use in Iceland 

 As stated in the introduction there are many different types of capital and all of 

them are used by their owners to advance their position in society.  The chances of an 

individual’s success are directly tied to the employment of the sum of their capital.  In 

medieval Iceland this concept differed insomuch that players drew their capital from 

different sources. In this short section I wish to highlight two things.  First, I discuss the 

market of capital in Iceland; that is, the available sources of capital.  This feature is 

important as it directly connects to how members of Icelandic society competed with 

their capital.   Second, I examine and emphasize the role that chieftains played as 

advocates and friends.  This section focuses on social capital and how it was used to 

structure society and enrich its owners. 

 Our modern era is preoccupied with economic capital.  It is used as a gauge to 

indicate success, and sometimes class.  Economic capital in medieval Iceland was finite 

and what was considered valuable differed from a 21
st
 century understanding.  An 

example of this can be seen in the commodity of wood for construction and fuel.  At 

the time of the first settlement evidence shows that 25% of the land mass was covered 

by either brush or forest.  Overgrazing, soil erosion, and clearing farmland using fire 

decimated the woodlands.  The effects of human habitation drastically changed the 

island’s ecosystem which can be seen today by brush and woodland environments 

covering less than 1% of Iceland’s landmass.
23

  Due to scarcity of lumber on the island, 

those that owned land with forests were wealthy.  While this might sound like an 

                                                 
23

 Jesse Byock, Viking Age Iceland, (New York. Penguin Group, 2001), 56. 
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obvious statement it should not be overlooked.  One form of capital does not stand by 

itself.  I examine the resource of wood because its value is not solely economic.  The 

saga states that Gunnarr’s house at Hlíðarendi was made entirely of wood.  This must 

have been an impressive symbol of economic wealth; however it was much more than 

just that.  When Gunnarr returned from his adventures abroad he brought the wood 

used in the construction of his house back with him as a gift from the Norwegian king, 

a fact that everyone was aware of.   The choice to build and maintain a domicile of this 

rare resource denoted that Gunnarr was friends of the king and acted as monument to 

this symbolic capital.  Economic capital was valued in medieval Iceland for providing 

access to food, clothing, and shelter but as we have seen it was not the only from of 

capital in circulation. 

 Another form of capital with value in Iceland was social capital.  This form of 

wealth was created and maintained through social relations and reciprocal gift giving.  

When it came to politics social capital was the foundation for the island’s powerful 

men.  Iceland differed from other places in Europe because the elite did not draw power 

from a territorial domain granted to them for their support.  A feudal arrangement did 

not exist in Iceland and, unlike other regions, the island did not have a military 

aristocracy.  The Church might have provided a continental model of society on the 

island except that from the beginning it was controlled by the local chieftains.  As such 

the two classical building blocks of the European “feudal state” could not emerge and 

Iceland was left to develop in a different fashion. In its place law provided the political 

structure of society and social capital acted as the glue that held it together.   

In a relation to Bourdieu’s theory, the law provided the rules for a game which 

all the members of society agreed to play by, and due to Iceland’s isolated location, it 

was the only game in town for much of the history of the Commonwealth.  Law 

governed the lives of the medieval Icelanders insomuch as it could be enforced.  Like 

all medieval societies Iceland contained levels of inequality.  This inequality, however, 

was based on the individual’s fund of various forms of social, human, and economic 

capital rather than familial titles like other European societies.  While the law stated 

there were two classes during this period, slave and free, this was not always the case in 

practice.
24

  Goði and wealthy farmers quickly dominated the Icelandic landscape after 

the settlement.  Their elevated status was due to their ability to cultivate and maintain 
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larger supplies of social capital as the island’s elite relied on willing followers to act as 

their constituents and supporters.  Toward the end of the Commonwealth period there 

was a complete break from the idealized vision of Iceland.  Chieftains, such as Snorri 

or Sturla, began to collect chieftaincies, build fortifications, and conduct raids to obtain 

territorial control.  In this manner their behavior mimicked that of European kings; 

however in this “egalitarian” environment respect was still an important symbolic 

commodity and had to be given to maintain the societal order.   

 The basis for this difference in status was the use of advocacy and friendship by 

the “elite” toward their less well-off peers.  Njáls saga raises many questions 

concerning advocacy and if there was a difference between a goði and a farmer.  As can 

be seen in the career of Njáll, indicating that anyone could assume the role of an 

advocate.
25

  At various points of the saga we witness chieftains and wealthy farmers 

rubbing shoulders at political events.  Another example of this is the character of Hjalti 

Skeggjason.  Although we do not know if he was a chieftain he repeatedly appears 

throughout the family sagas as figure of power and influence.  In Njáls saga his first 

and last appearances in the saga depict him engaging in legal procedures.  In chapter 66 

Hjalti first appears appealing to Gunnarr and Njáll to submit their court case against 

Mǫrðr and Þorgeirr to arbitration and similarly in 145 after the battle at the Alþing.
26

  

Hjalti wields considerable influence and trust in the saga as seen in chapter 123 when 

both he and Gizur the White take the responsibility to hold on to Njáll’s wergeld for 

Hǫskuldr after Flosi refuses to accept it.
27

  In this we are witness to a chieftain or 

possibly a wealthy farmer operating in the same political role.  Hjalti Skeggjason is an 

individual of power whose status as a chieftain or farmer is never fully defined.  This 

leads one to guess that a goðorð did not confer as much power as some might think (or 

at least in the representation of society that we see in Njáls saga). 

 The author of Njála, however, does depict that chieftains had some advantage in 

one dimension of power, the number of men that they could call upon for support in 

critical situations.  When wealthy farmers such as Njáll, Gunnarr, Otkell, and Þorgeirr 

enter into conflict the number of their supporters that they can rally never exceeds 30.  

This differs from chieftains such as Flosi who are able to call on and mobilize as many 
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as 100 men.
28

  While it is said that the ancients had three numbers: one, two, and many 

these recurrent differences in scale should not be ignored.  The author intentionally 

included the fact that a chieftain was able to muster more men than a farmer.  This 

indicates that wealthy farmers might be able to compete and even outdo chieftains in 

the legal arena but they struggled to cultivate and maintain an equivalent social 

network.  It was this network that transferred into social capital and conferred an 

advantage. 

 This was the byproduct of goði/þingmenn relations.  By law farmers who owned 

a certain degree of property were required to declare themselves as þingmenn to a 

goði.
29

  This institution was designed to be mutually beneficial for chieftains and 

farmers as it provided legal and physical protection for both parties.
30

  Although there 

were a number of farmers that operated independently from chieftains, the majority of 

the population most likely did not.  Relationships require resources to maintain and the 

duplication of roles in a social network is bad investment in capital unless the 

individual is self-sufficient or is ambitious enough to forge their own way.  Being a 

þingmaðr to a goði had its advantages.  In a modern parallel a chieftain acted as their 

farmer’s lawyer and sheriff.  Through their social contract the farmer was given 

protection from both predatory goðar and other farmers.   The chieftain provided these 

services with the understanding that the farmer would support him at various þings and 

provide military aid if the chieftain needed to settle a dispute.  The most common form 

of advocacy was in the form of brokerage in which the chieftain acted as the legal 

representative for the farmer.  Jesse Byock in his book Feud in the Icelandic Saga 

states, “Advocacy, especially brokerage, answered two fundamental needs of the 

medieval Icelander. On one hand it supplied a means of enforcing one’s rights; on the 

other, it offered ambitious men extraordinary latitude to improve their own 

situations.”
31

  For a chieftain being victorious in the court of law was a make or break 

situation.  If a goði was successful his power grew as more farmers flocked to him.  

The more þingmenn that a chieftain had the more possibility for advocacy. 

 The structure of advocacy was advantageous to a goði as the law required every 

farmer to be under the authority of a chieftain.  Nevertheless, a farmer (in theory) could 
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at any point change their allegiance to another chieftain if they were unsatisfied with 

the leadership of their current goði.  The goði/bændr relationship seen here parallels 

those found in other big man societies where a leader’s power derives from his ability 

to attract, support, represent, and protect their constituents.  Maurice Godelier in his 

study of New Guinea big men states that, 

 

 “The big man is a man who has acquired power through his own 

merit… His merit lies in his proven superiority in various fields, for 

example, his skill and efforts as a gardener, his bravura in battle, his 

oratorical gifts, or his magical powers… none of these talents alone is 

sufficient to make a big man without one additional gift... namely his  

ability to amass wealth and redistribute it.”
32

 

 

In theory, the Icelandic legal mechanism worked in favor of both goðar and their 

þingmenn; however in reality it was the chieftain that got the most out of the 

arrangement.  

 Advocacy was reinforced by institutionalized friendships which influenced 

social capital in medieval Iceland.  Much like the value of economic capital, the 

definition of friendship in medieval Iceland also differed from our modern equivalent.  

Jón Viðar Sigurðsson in his book Chieftains and Power in the Icelandic 

Commonwealth writes on the relationships between a goði and his þingmenn.  He 

believes that friendship between them was strong because it was a vertical dyadic 

relationship.  What Jón Viðar means is that the relationship between a chieftain and 

their farmers was cemented by a system of continual reciprocity.  The chieftain would 

give their þingmenn gifts that they could only repay through service and loyalty.  The 

creation of debt was used by chieftains as leverage to build groups of followers.
33

  The 

vertical nature of this relationship kept peace between a goði and their þingmenn 

because they were in different social arenas.  While a chieftain could easily crush one 

of his þingmenn due to the resources at his disposal, doing so would deplete his social 

capital.  Peaceful interactions best served to maintain a goði´s social capital.   
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Interactions differed in the horizontal relationships that existed between 

individuals with the same approximate social status.  In the realm of equality 

competition was always a reality.  This fits Bourdieu’s idea of honor. A challenge 

recognizes the importance of both the challenger and challenged.  Both parties put their 

capital on the line and gamble on the outcome.  A man of honor will not accept the 

challenge of an individual unless they are considered equals.  To ignore a challenge 

was a grave insult and also risky for two reasons.  First, if the foe could physically 

harm the challenger then the result was loss of life or livelihood.  Second, if the 

challenger was the social equal to the individual challenged, then the lack of a response 

was seen as cowardliness.  In this type of society Bourdieu states that a “challenge 

confers honor”.
34

  Horizontal friendship exists between social equals, or individuals 

who are capable of challenging one another’s honor.  This made every horizontal 

relationship a potential basis for feud.  Chieftains used horizontal friendships to make 

alliances to strengthen or weaken the position of their opponents.  Friendship between 

chieftains was often short lived.  They were made and broken at individual convenience 

based on a matrix of situational power.  If a chieftain was on the rise or able to maintain 

his power, then his horizontal friendships would be reliable; however, if a chieftain was 

seen as weak or losing power then his “friends” sought other alliances.
35

  These lupine 

friendships defined the social capital in medieval Iceland’s field of politics. 

 

Contextualizing Njáls Saga: Composition and Intended Use 

 It is important to understand the literary and historic context for Njál’s saga if 

we hope to interpret the social relations and motivations of Njáll, Gunnarr, and Mǫrðr.  

Njál’s saga was written around the year 1280 AD and is the longest of the 40 family 

sagas.  The events that the saga purportedly depicts take place between the years 961-

1014 AD.  Njáls saga is a single work with many different facets and, as a result, is 

incredibly difficult to characterize due to the size and breadth of the saga.  In this 

section I explore the saga’s literary composition and my intentions for using Njáls saga.   

 The Icelandic sagas have been the battleground for proponents of book prose 

and free prose theories.  In a nutshell the debate revolves around whether the saga 

existed in an oral form (freeprose) or was written as an original composition 
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(bookprose).  Proponents of freeprose argue that the Icelandic family sagas contain 

within them oral versions of the original story and came to their conclusions based on 

the sagas composition.  This argument relies on the saga’s parataxis both in syntax and 

in the juxtaposition of events.  This means that familiar material was recycled to create 

stock scenes and creates a modicum of rhythm.  This argument stems from the fact that 

the family sagas are very close to spoken language.
36

  No one can deny that compared 

to other forms of medieval literature the Icelandic family sagas are unique, but to base 

much of one’s argument on similarity to spoken language left the idea open to 

criticism.   

One avenue of criticism was that the source material was changed or modified 

by the story’s creator to suit their narrative.
37

  Bookprosaists such as Sigurður Nordal 

and Einar Sveinsson state that the family sagas should be primarily viewed as fictional 

works composed by authors who had knowledge of previous oral tradition.
38

  Lars 

Lönnroth, a proponent of book prose, in his book Njáls Saga: A critical Introduction 

came to the conclusion that both Njáll and Gunnarr existed, or at least some story of 

them was present at the date of composition.  Lönnroth came to this conclusion based 

on the sources dated to before 1280.  Gunnarr’s death is mentioned in Landnámabók, 

Eyrbyggja saga, and in a 12
th

 century poem called Islendingadrápa.  The sources 

mention him dying while defending his house from assailants.  Some sources mention 

him killing 2 men and wounding 16 others.  However there are discrepancies in the 

texts.  For instance in Landnámabók Gunnarr fights back to back with another man 

before being killed.  In Eyrbyggja saga the story of Gunnarr matches Njála insomuch as 

he used a bow and shot one of his adversary’s arrows back at him.
39

 

 Gunnarr’s death is lamentable but it is Njáll’s fiery demise that is the hallmark 

and climax of the saga.  Being burned alive is one of the most painful ways to die.  

Those that die in fires do not normally perish from the flames but rather they are 

overcome with smoke inhalation or oxygen deprivation.  Fire torments its victim and 

for this reason Njáll’s death by a fire is spectacular, so spectacular that it was recorded 

in Landnámabók,  
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“Þórólfr bróðir Ásgerðar nam land at ráði hennar fyrir vestan Fljót milli 

Deildará tveggja ok bjó í Þórólfsfelli.  Hann fœddi þar Þorgeir gollni, 

son Ásgerðar, er þar bjó síðan.  Hans son var Njáll, er inni var brenndr 

með átta mann at Bergþórshváli.”
40

 

 

“With Asgerd’s approval, her brother Thorolf took possession of land 

west of Fljot, between the two Deildar Rivers, making his home at 

Thorolfsfell.  There he fostered Thorgeir Gollnir, son of Asgerd, who 

farmed there afterwards.  Thorgeir’s son was Njal who was burnt to 

death in his house.”
41

 

  

 Njáll’s fame for being burned alive is also recorded in skaldic poetry.  In the 

Prose Edda a stanza is attributed to a “Brennu Njáll” or burnt Njáll.  The same logic 

can be applied to other instances of characters reflecting the event on their 

nomenclature.  Brennu-Kári, Sviðu-Kári, and Brennu-Flosi are other examples of 

this.
42

 

 There is no evidence that a written version of Njáls saga existed before the 

unknown author set his pen to parchment.  However, it appears that certain characters 

and events in the narrative predate the time of writing.  The author took this cultural 

memory and refashioned it in his story.  The authors concept of law was influenced by 

the Járnsíða law code of 1271, so much so that Lars Lönnroth argued, “there are 

indications that the author, consciously or unconsciously, attempted to justify the 

reform of 1271 by showing that it somehow by such legal authorities of the saga age as 

Njáll himself.”
43

   We know that the author was well read as parts of Njáls saga bring 

continental influence into the saga.  Another illustration of this is Flosi’s vision of his 

dead men, which is a direct parallel to Gregory the 8
th

’s dialogue.
44

   

 The saga’s author was versed in Latin and a number of other languages.  In 

chapter 91 Skarpheðinn calls Hallgerðr a púta, or whore in Latin.  The author’s use of 

loan words from other languages does not end there.  Other instances of loan words 
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include panzari (mailcoat, German Panzer) and kurteiss (French, courtois).
45

  The 

available evidence suggests that the rendition of Njál’s saga does not predate the 

1280’s.  However, this does not undermine its importance nor dismiss the value of the 

pre-composition material; rather it shows the writer’s genius and his awareness of the 

past.  The author stretches cultural memory and paints a picture of the late 10
th

 and 

early 11
th

 century Iceland from the vantage point of the late 13
th

 century using the 

historical sources available to him.  Due to this the saga, while not fact, should be 

understood as a product of oral tradition that was written down during the 13
th

 not the 

11
th

 century. 

 From the previously stated evidence the author of Njáls saga understood the 

society of the late Commonwealth.  As a result I believe his depiction of the struggle 

between chieftains and wealthy farmers can be trusted insomuch as it represents the 

rules of engagement defined by the competitors’ habitus.  The saga shows that 

ambitious men could climb the social ladder but only so far until the acquisition of a 

goðorð was needed.  The characters of Njáll and Gunnarr skirt the boundaries of their 

station until both of them cross societal lines.  I believe these lines that are accurately 

preserved and represented in the saga.  I also believe that the saga contains within it one 

of the chief strategies that goðar used to dominate territory in the 13
th

 century, the 

aggressive application of their social capital.  The ability to mobilize and involve 

themselves in the affairs of their þingmenn allowed chieftains more options when 

dealing with wealthy farmers.  These avenues to pursue and settle conflict gave goðar a 

manifold advantage over Iceland’s farmers for social advancement.  I also put credence 

in the author’s depiction of long term hostility between various parties in society.  One 

of the defining elements of the saga is the length of time and the breath of characters 

that the narrative depicts.  The saga shows how individuals thought long term when 

attempting to defeat their rivals.  Due to these reasons I intend to use Njáls saga to 

examine the use of social capital in power dynamics of the 13
th

 century.  

 

The Role of Feud and Settlement in the Saga 

Feud was at the heart of political and legal life of medieval Iceland, and as such 

it takes center stage in Njáls saga.  Lars Lönnroth points out that there are 7 major 

instances of feud in the saga including:  
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1) The dispute over Unnr’s dowry,  

2) The fight between Hallgerðr and Bergþóra, and the feuds between their 

servants.  

3) Gunnarr and Otkell. 

4) Gunnarr and Starkaðr/Egill. 

5) Gunnarr and the two Þorgeirs.  

6) The sons of Njáll and Þráinn. 

7) The final feud. 

   

Lönnroth argues that feud in Njáls saga is constructed using a complex formula.  

He states that it is the complexity of the feud narrative which makes it seem real and 

authentic to the reader.
46

  He states that sagas depict feud through an array of characters 

and scenes.  Lönnroth points out that, “Motifs in Njala are not just ‘borrowed’ 

individually from various sources; they are adopted as parts of a general structural 

heritage which determined what kind of events the author could present and in what 

order he could present them.”
47

 

 Jesse Byock in Feud in the Icelandic Saga spends a chapter examining feud in 

Njáls saga.  Byock uses the term ‘feud chain’ to discuss feud.  He states there are two 

types of feud in Njáls saga: a support seeking chain and small feud clusters.
48

  

According to Byock a support seeking feud consists of three interrelated events or 

parts.  The first is the event that initiates the feud such as a killing, theft, or insult.  The 

second is characterized by one or both parties traveling from farm to farm seeking aid.  

Normally during phase two the petitioner seeks out close kinsmen and friends who 

promise to help or not.  Phase three consists of support seeking activities carried out at 

the Alþing.  The petitioner goes from booth to booth seeking more aid in the coming 

court case.  These last minute alliances are crucial because, unlike those made in phase 

two, they are normally with third parties that may or may not have an interest in the 

case.   

Normally the alliances made in phase three are with more distant networks.  

Byock argues against Lars Lönnroth’s idea that these support gathering scenes are the 
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byproduct of oral tradition.  Byock considers these scenes important because they are 

examples of travel motifs and provide information the audience needs about court 

cases.  Lönnroth sees travel scenes as instances of the exotic, where the hero travels to 

different lands, encounters royalty, and sometimes even mythic creatures.
49

  Byock sees 

them differently; they represent travel yet provide the audience with an insider’s view 

of applying law within the society.  Traveling from one potential supporter to another 

provides insight into how the outcome of the case was determined.  If enough support 

is gathered the outcome of the case will be in their favor.  If there is not enough support 

then it will not.  These scenes according to Byock allow the author to immerse the 

audience into the court case.
50

 

 Njáls saga consists of many support seeking feuds.  The one that Byock focuses 

on is between Kári and Flosi after the burning of Njáll.  Kári escapes from the fire and 

seeks shelter with his in-laws.  Being a Hebridean, Kári lacks knowledge of Icelandic 

law.  This is evident in the need to remind him to initiate the court case and the manner 

in which he structures his prosecution.  Kári organizes his support based on Njáll’s 

blood ties (as a result of his marriage to Njáll’s daughter) and the belief that he holds 

the moral high ground after the burning.  Flosi on the other hand is an adept player of 

the game.  He knows that his act is viewed with disdain and dramatizes his position as a 

supplicant to family honor by walking to each farmer’s house during phase two of the 

feud cluster as an act of penance.  Flosi visits numerous important men during phase 

two and three.  Unlike Kári who uses his moral high ground to goad his relatives into 

service, Flosi calls in past favors, buys support with money, and promises friendship to 

those who help him.
51

  The greatest difference between Kári and Flosi is illustrated in 

this moment.  Kári relies on his established network to support his case while Flosi 

attempts to build a new one alongside his existing one. 

 Small feud clusters also occur in Njáls saga.  Byock states that these feuds are 

organized in a formula which allowed story tellers to move the narrative along.
52

  Small 

feud clusters are illustrated in the conflict between Gunnarr’s wife Hallgerðr and 

Njáll’s wife Bergþóra.  The feud starts in chapter 35 due to a conflict over a seating 

arrangement.  This spat over personal honor is not defused and the two women begin to 

feud.  The next ten chapters depict this feud.  It is defined by yearly killings where the 
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women order their household members to kill the members of the opposing household.  

At first slaves are the only casualties but as the conflict escalates more and more 

prominent members of the household die at the instigation of these women.  With each 

killing a settlement is reached by Njáll and Gunnarr, only to be broken the next year by 

their wives.  A symbolic bag of silver is past between the two men who save it for the 

next year’s killing.   

William Miller in his book Bloodtaking and Peacemaking: Feud, Law, and 

Society in Saga Iceland discusses this incident at length.  Miller states that the Icelandic 

feud structure relied on a system of balance and reciprocity.  He comes to this 

conclusion through the examination of the vocabulary used in the sagas.  Saga language 

uses verbs such as launa (to repay, to requite), gjalda (to repay, to return, to pay), and 

gefa (to give).  Miller argues that the Icelandic feud system operated in the same way as 

their gift giving tradition.  Individuals who were given “gifts” were under societal 

obligation to repay them.
53

  Each side in a feud tallied the score of their losses versus 

their opponents.  Feuds escalated because the opposing side would take more justice 

than was warranted or fair.  The feud between Bergþóra and Hallgerðr is the best 

example of this in the saga.  The killing of slaves eventually ends in the death of family 

members.  Feud could only end in two ways: by the extermination of one side, or 

through settlement.  Extermination was not practical since eliminating an entire social 

network was almost impossible; inevitably someone slipped through the killer’s grasp.  

When this happened, as seen in the case with Kári and Flosi, retribution towards the 

killer was harsh.  Similar to the wergeld found in Germanic cultures on the European 

continent, settlement in Iceland offered an honorable means to end a dispute.  Even 

though settlements were considered appropriate for ending conflict they were not 

always upheld by everyone.  As illustrated in Njál’s saga, the feud could reignite if not 

every member involved was satisfied by the result. 

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have examined several of the important features behind the 

composition of the saga, i.e. the structures of feud, advocacy, and brokerage and their 

importance as a document to gain insight into the late Commonwealth.  The saga author 

based his narrative on historical events which were preserved by cultural memory.  
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Advocacy, brokerage, and feud were important features of society.  They were also 

structures that individuals employed to accumulate, use, maintain and regulate social 

relations/capital.  To say that social capital was more valuable than other forms of 

wealth would be wrong, but to ignore its importance as one of the most valuable forms 

of wealth that a chieftain possessed would be equally incorrect.  Social capital played a 

unique role in the Icelandic culture of power.  It was crucial for a chieftain to acquire.  

As a big man he possessed no real authority and could only convince people to follow 

him.  In this regard a goði who was poor in social capital could not expect to be a 

successful chieftain. 
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Chapter Two: Feud and Advocacy in Njáls Saga 

 

 Njáls saga depicts what could occur in Icelandic society when wealthy farmers 

rose in social stature and came into conflict with a goði.  Although Njáll and Gunnarr 

are successful and respected by much of society they are resented by some.  This brings 

them first into conflict with other wealthy farmers, and then with the goðar.  Sverrir 

Jakobsson argues that wealthy farmers could hold territory and power in the early 

Commonwealth on the basis of social relationships rather than the entitled support 

controlled by a goði.
54

  But the amount of relational power that wealthy farmers could 

build using social capital was limited and could place them at a disadvantage if and 

when they came into conflict with a goði.  Wealthy farmers could compete with, and 

even outmaneuver chieftains in the legal arena, but they were never able to cultivate the 

extensive social network that a goði could.  It is the interaction and tension between 

two wealthy farmers and a prominent goði that this chapter explores.   

 Njáls saga explores the relationship between three men: Njáll Þorgeirsson, 

Gunnarr Hámundarson, and Mǫrðr Valgarðrsson.  Gunnarr and Njáll are wealthy 

farmers while Mǫrðr is a goði.  The author depicts the two wealthy farmers as heroic 

individuals who outclass Mǫrðr in almost every form of capital but still lose.  But 

Mǫrðr is smart and uses the strength of his chieftaincy to his advantage.  While the 

legal power of a chieftaincy was limited it gave its owner access to a broader network 

of social capital than could be constructed and maintained by a wealthy farmer.  As 

discussed in the previous chapter, farmers were required by law to become þingmenn to 

a goði and this created a relationship between them.
55

  This requirement established a 

relationship that did not require the investment of as much social capital for a goði to 

maintain as it would be for a wealthy farmer.  Moreover, this structure was further 

cemented by the fact that to maintain more than one social tie required the investment 

of resources. 

 The discussion that follows explores the differences in social capital that 

wealthy farmers could control in comparison to that conferred on the owner of a 

goðorð.  This examination attempts to explain why individuals like Mǫrðr were able to 

defeat morally superior men like Njáll and Gunnarr.  I begin my discussion by 
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examining these three characters.  Next I provide a brief overview of the interactions of 

these characters and the events that led to the deaths of Gunnarr and Njáll.  The chapter 

concludes by asking the question what all this means.  It offers a few observations 

about why Mǫrðr and other chieftains like him were successful in using their social 

capital while highly respected and capable individuals like Njáll and Gunnarr were not.   

 

The Main Characters: Njáll, Gunnarr, and Mǫrðr  

 The most memorable relationship in Njáls saga is between the characters of 

Njáll Þorgeirsson and Gunnarr Hámundarson.  Njáll represents a different type of hero 

than is normally found in the Icelandic sagas.  To start with his name is of foreign 

origin.  The name Njáll is an adaption of Celtic name Neil.  As a hero he is unusual.  

He does not leave Iceland, visit kings, engage in battles, or undertake adventures.  

Instead, he is a respected farmer.  He is never mentioned using a weapon even when his 

household is under attack by Flosi.  However he is not opposed to violence.  As a hero 

his tongue is his sword, his advice his spear, and skill in court is his shield.    Intellect 

and wisdom are his strengths which he uses to dismember his opponents.  His 

understanding of the legal habitus and structures gives him the ability to strike both 

first and last giving him a prophetic reputation among his peers.  He is both a strong 

ally and a dangerous enemy due to his ability to wield the legal system like a hammer 

or scalpel depending on his needs.   

The author showcases Njáll’s intellect through his land management.  In chapter 

44 Hallgerðr inquires about the activity on Njáll’s farm from some iterant women,  

 

“Þær sǫgðusk verit hafa at Bergþórshváli. ‘Hvat gerðu húskarlar Njáls?’ 

segir Hallgerðr. ‘Eigi vissu vit þat, hvar sumir gerðu,’ segja þær, ‘en 

einn ók skarni á hóla.’  ‘Hví mundi þat sæta?’ segir Hallgerðr.  ‘Þat 

sagði hann,’ kváðu þær, ´at þar yrði taða betri en annar staðar.’  ‘Misvitr 

er Njáll,’  segir Hallgerðr, ‘þar er hann kann til hversvetna ráð.’  ‘Hvat 

er í því?’ sǫgðu þær.  ‘Þat mun ek til finna, sem satt er,’ segir Hallgerðr, 

‘er hann ók eigi í skegg sér, at hann væri sem aðrir karlmenn, ok kǫllum 

hann nú karl inn skegglausa, en sonu hans taðskegglinga.’”
56
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“’What were Njal’s servants doing?’ said Hallgerd. ‘We don’t know 

what all of them were doing,’ they said ‘but one was carting shit to the 

hillocks.’ ‘What’s the point of that?’ said Hallgerd.  ‘He said this would 

make the hay there better than anywhere else,’ they said.  ‘Njal’s 

wisdom is uneven,’ said Hallgerd, ‘although he has advice on 

everything.’  ‘What do you mean?’ they said.  ‘I’ll point to what’s true,’ 

said Hallgerd – ‘he didn’t cart dung to his beard so that he would be like 

other men.  Let’s call him ‘Old Beardless’, and his sons ‘Dung-

beardlings.’”
57

 

 

This scene depicts an instance of composting.  Although we cannot be sure that 

compost was used in Icelandic agriculture during the 10
th

 century, we can be fairly 

certain that it was understood by the 13
th

.  The author shows in a clever way that Njáll 

is the only one in Iceland doing this.  The vagabonds who traveled from farmstead to 

farmstead living off charity and selling small portables had not seen this activity before.  

They, more than anyone else, were up to date on current news and gossip.  To add to 

Njáll’s genius the writer uses a puzzled Hallgerðr who in ignorance heaps insults on the 

family.  In this scene the author places an anachronistic technology in the narrative to 

help his audience both admire and connect with Njáll.  In this way Njáll is shown as a 

person ahead of his times.  This fits with his ability to predict the actions of his foes and 

changes in the tides of society.  In many ways he is a man outside of his time who 

knows how to use this to his advantage. 

 Another important feature of Njáll is his kindness, a trait that is out of place in 

the eye-for-an-eye world that he lives in.  He is depicted offering wisdom and council 

to anyone who asks it of him, “hann leysti hvers manns vandræði, er á hans fund 

kom.”
58

 (“he solved the problems of whoever turned to him”)
59

  Njáll also differs from 

many of his peers because he desires to settle disputes peacefully through settlements 

rather than bringing the cases to the Alþing.  This pursuit of peace pits Njáll against the 

legal trend.  Gwyn Jones in his book Four Icelandic sagas states that out of 520 cases 

of feud in the Icelandic family sagas less than ten percent (50) were finished by legal 

settlement.  More than fifty percent (297) were conducted through private acts of 
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vengeance.  Twenty percent (104) ended in legal settlement.  Another ten percent (60) 

began as legal procedures but were turned into arbitration, and finally of the 520 legal 

cases nine could not be concluded.
60

  These numbers indicate that while settling 

disputes outside of the court was normal, but violence was often attached.  Einar Ólafur 

Sveinsson believed that Njáll pursued peaceful forms of these settlements because they 

allowed for a more even form of justice where one side did not annihilate the other.
61

  

Njáll attempts to defuse conflicts over winning them.  Njáll understands that if he 

presses his victories too far it will cause resentment that would lead to the continuation 

of feud.  In these ways Njáll (as a hero) is an exotic character in the Icelandic literary 

corpus. 

 While Njáll is a man of thought, contemplation, and strategy, Gunnarr is his 

polar opposite.  Gunnarr’s human capital is centered almost entirely around his athletic 

prowess and physical beauty.  He is first introduced with this description, 

  

“Hann var míkill maðr vexti ok sterkr, manna bezt vígr; hann hjó báðum 

hǫndum um skaut, ef hann vildi, ok hann vá svá skjótt með sverði at þrjú 

þóttu á lopti at sjá.  Hann skaut manna bezt af boga ok hœfði allt þat, er 

hann skaut til... Hann var vænn at yfirliti ok ljóslitaðr, réttnefjaðr ok 

hafit upp í framanvert, bláeygr ok snareygr ok roði í kinnunum; hárit 

mikit, gult, ok fór vel.  Manna kurteisastr var hann, harðgǫrr í ǫllu, 

fémildir ok stilltr vel, vinfastr ok vinavandr.”
62

 

 

“He was big and strong and an excellent fighter.  He could swing a 

sword and throw a spear with either hand, if he wished, and he was so 

swift with a sword that there seemed to be three in the air at once.  He 

shot with a bow better than anyone else, he always hit what he aimed 

at… He was handsome and fair of skin and had a straight nose, turned 

up at its tip.  He was blue-eyed and keen-eyed and ruddy-cheeked, with 

thick hair, blond and well-combed.  He was well mannered, firm in all 
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ways generous and even-tempered, a true friend but a discriminating 

friend.”
63

 

  

 In a classical sense Gunnarr’s personality and integrity matches his outward 

beauty.  He is good to friends and he posesses a degree of charisma which Njáll lacks.  

Gunnarr follows the tradition of heroes which Lars Lönnroth charaterises as being from 

the old Germanic past.  This is displayed in his physical beauty, personality, skill at 

arms, and actions.
64

  His superiority as a fighter and adventurer earns him honor and 

jealousy.  His exploits abroad bear the hallmark of the classical Viking rags to riches 

story.  When Gunnarr returns from his trips he brings with him several forms of wealth: 

economic capital of monetary value, and social/symbolic capital in the friends he has 

made with Norwegian and Danish royalty. He is a man that possesses the capital that is 

absolutely desired in medieval Iceland.  Unlike Njáll who is ahead of this time, 

Gunnarr represents the ideal man of pre-Christian Iceland.   

 Gunnarr and Njáll are the heroes of the saga.  The author portrays them as 

morally correct even when their actions are underhanded such as Gunnarr dressing in 

disguise to summon Hrut to court.
65

  This fits a general trend in Icelandic sagas.  Viðar 

Pálsson in his article, Heroism, states that both the readers and the scribes making the 

manuscripts were keen to portray characters in this black or white fashion.  Viðar 

points out that in a 15
th

 century manuscript of Njáll’s saga (Oddabók, AM 466 4to) a 

scribe calls Mǫrðr a þurs ærulaus (an ignorant brute), and assigned the epithet, 

skækjusynir (sons of whores), to the slayers of Gunnarr.
66

  Heroes in the sagas are 

almost mythical in nature and are not like normal men.  Njáll and Gunnarr both fit into 

this trope.  Both are giants in their fields of strength.  However between the two it is 

Gunnarr that stands out most prominently.  Gunnarr goes abroad and wins honor and 

favor.  Upon returning to Iceland he is always on the defensive.  Robert Cook described 

Gunnarr’s career in these words,  

 

“What diminishes Gunnar after his return to Iceland is not the quality of 

his fighting, but the nature of his enemies (and these include his wife).  
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When abroad he fought trouble-makers and Vikings, bold men who 

plundered by sea and were a nuisance to society at large.  Back in 

Iceland he is forced to spend his days contending with inferior types 

who act out of meanness to him.  Instead of winning honor, he now has 

to defend his honor.”
67

   

 

The idea that Gunnarr and Njáll are surrounded by inferior men is also evident in their 

morality.  The author describes their assailants in negative terms.  Encounters with 

Skammkell, Otkell, Þorgeir, and Mǫrðr reflect this.  With the exception of Mǫrðr 

chieftains are painted as characters of upright standing.  Even Flosi has moral character 

and has to be goaded into the burning through his kinship obligations.  In this manner 

the author places Njáll and Gunnarr on the same moral level as the chieftains while 

setting them apart from their fellow farmers.  The author repetitively returns to this 

point throughout the saga to reinforce the idea that Njáll and Gunnarr are not normal 

men. 

 The author made Gunnarr and Njáll a power couple who’s human and social 

capital compensated for the other’s individual weaknesses.  Their friendship is a potent 

force that allows them to triumph over their opponents.  With each successful victory in 

combat or in court, the pair earns greater honor in the eyes of their peers.  How honor, 

or symbolic capital, was gained and lost in medieval Iceland was different from our 

modern era.  William Miller in his book Bloodtaking and Peacemaking argues that 

honor could be aggressively acquired and defended.  If someone of low standing was 

able to beat or humiliate an important person in the community they would be seen as 

one who could successfully play the game of politics.  Status was directly tied to one’s 

honor and the community kept score of its players.  For this reason unless a close 

friendship existed between honorable men there was always the potential for 

competition.  Icelanders during the middle ages saw honor as a finite resource and at 

best a limited commodity.  There existed a belief in Iceland that their grandfather’s 

generation possessed a form of honor that was becoming extinct.  Future generations 

were becoming weaker as time bled away their vigor and hardiness.  They compared 
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themselves to their ancestors and thus had something to prove.
68

  This attitude 

propelled the engine of conflict in Iceland during the middle ages.   

 

Haters Gonna Hate: An Analysis of Mǫrðr 

 In United States there is a common saying that “haters gonna hate”.  This 

colloquialism has its origins in 1980’s urban culture when the success and wealth of an 

individual was jealously condemned by society’s have-nots.  In this context success 

was either flaunted openly or could not be hidden from peers.  According to the motto 

if you are successful, people are going to hate you for it.  Jealousy and hatred of 

another’s success is an age-old part of the human condition.  It is this condition that 

Gunnarr encounters with his relative Mǫrðr.  Animosity between Gunnarr and Mǫrðr 

started before Mǫrðr’s conception.  Mǫrðr's mother Unnr Marðardóttir, a kinswoman of 

Gunnarr, is among the very first characters that the reader encounters in the saga.  Unnr 

had an unsuccessful marriage to a man named Hrut who she divorced.  In retaliation 

Hrut did not return Unnr’s dowry and a court case was initiated by Unnr’s father, 

Mǫrðr gigja (fiddle).  Mǫrðr gigja took the case too far by ridiculing Hrut’s manhood.  

Hrut then challenges him to a duel and Mǫrðr gigja declines.  The outcome of this case 

was that Hrut kept Unnr’s dowry. 

 Years later Gunnarr comes into the story.  Unnr, now in need of money as an 

older woman, enlists him to help her regain the dowry.  Gunnarr asks Njáll for council, 

wins the court case, and forgoes Unnr’s offer of payment on the condition that he will 

have her, and her kinsmen’s support in future ventures.  In an ironic twist of fate 

Gunnarr’s desire to be paid in social capital backfires.  Unnr is wooed by a man named 

Valgarðr hinn grái (the Grey) who the saga states “var maðr grályndr ok óvinsæll.”
69

 

(“was a devious and unpopular man.”)
70

  Although the saga does not immediately state 

why Valgarðr was considered “devious and unpopular” he is depicted as a sour 

influence in Icelandic society.  His role in the saga is spotty but the author weaves an 

outstanding dialogue in chapter 107,  

 

“Valgarðr mælti ‘Illa hefir þú launat mér goðorðit, er ek fekk þér í hendr, at fara svá 

ómannliga með.  Vil ek nú, at þú launir þeim því, at þeim dragi ǫllum til bana.  En þat 
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er til þess , at þú rœgir þá saman ok drepi synir Njáls Hǫskuld.  En þar eru margir til 

eptirmáls um hann, ok munu þá Njálssynir af þeim sǫkum drepnir verða.”
71

 

 

“Valgard spoke: ‘you’ve repaid me poorly, with your unmanly handling of the godord I 

turned over to you.  Now I want to repay them in a way that will drag them all to their 

deaths.  The way to do this is to turn them against each other with slander, so that 

Njalssons kill Hoskuld.  Many men will take action for this slaying, and the Njalssons 

will be killed because of it.”
72

 

 

 The dialogue in chapter 107 provides insight into Mǫrðr’s character as well.  He 

seems passive in the face of his father’s mockery.  The end of the chapter is very telling 

of their relationship.  Mǫrðr knows his father is old and he begs him to accept the 

Christian faith.  Valgarðr declares that he won’t and demands that his son renounce his 

faith.  After Mǫrðr states that he will not comply to his father’s demand Valgarðr flies 

into a rage and destroys all of Mǫrðr’s crosses and Christian items before dying of a 

sickness soon after.  In my mind Valgarðr represents the last cancer of heathenism in 

Icelandic society.  However before he dies he whispers into the ear of his descendant 

the knowledge to carry on his heathen practices into a Christian world.  In many ways 

Valgarðr is as much a symbol as a character since his influence sparks the final and 

worst feud in the saga.  In a similar way Mǫrðr parallels the Christian Icelanders who 

while accepting a peace loving religion struggle to let past ways die. 

 Valgarðr’s influence needs to be acknowledged before Mǫrðr can be understood 

because he was born and raised in his household.  Valgarðr’s last tantrum was not his 

first and Mǫrðr must have suffered his abuses as a child.  As such Mǫrðr did not grow 

up in good soil.  The branches of his mind and heart were twisted by the harrying 

words of his father and internalized through the seductive promise of love that every 

child seeks.  His words, “Þat vilda ek faðir, at þú tœkir við trú.. þú ert maðr gamall,”
73

 

(“I wish, father that you would accept the faith,’ said Mord. ‘You’re and old man’”).
74

 

echo Mǫrðr´s concern for his abusive father.  Mǫrðr´s character is a mixture of his 

upbringing and his heritage.  When first introduced into the saga he is described as 
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“slœgr maðr í skapferðum ok illgjarn í ráðum,”
75

 (“cunning by nature and malicious in 

counsel”). Being characterized as “cunning” and “malicious” although not flattering, 

describes the human capital that Mǫrðr possesses.  The word cunning indicates a 

degree of intelligence while the word malicious denotes ruthlessness.  These traits are 

amplified by the author as the story progresses making him an excellent villain.  

Emotionally he is capable of love, even if it might be twisted.  This can be seen near 

the end of the saga in chapter 135 when Gizur hvíti (the white), Mǫrðr’s father in law, 

forces him to prosecute Flosi and the other burners.  Mǫrðr only complies once Gizur 

threatens to take away his wife, Þorkatla.  Once Kári tells Þorkatla to pack her things 

she states that she has been ready to leave for years.  This incident shows that although 

Mǫrðr is capable of love it is a selfish relationship as his wife Þorkatla is not happy in 

the marriage.
76

   

Mǫrðr also is to some extent a fighter.  He takes part in the attack on Gunnarr’s 

house at Hlíðarendi but repeatedly suggests the use of fire to kill his kinsman once the 

attack begins to suffer casualties.  We know from both the reaction of Gizur the White 

and the Icelandic population after Njáll’s death, that burning a man in his house was a 

disgraceful thing.  Mǫrðr’s resort to underhanded tactics show that his courage is not of 

the same caliber as Gunnarr’s or Njáll’s.  Nevertheless the attack on Gunnarr’s 

farmstead shows he is resourceful on the battlefield when the easy way out is removed.  

Mǫrðr came up with the plan to pull the roof off of Gunnarr’s house which allowed the 

attackers to cut his bowstring.  Mǫrðr’s willingness to get his hands dirty is also seen in 

taking part in the killing of Hǫskuldr and his last appearance in the saga at the Alþing 

where he leads his þingmenn into battle. 

 On closer exminating the author of Njáls saga reveals Mǫrðr’s character 

through a series of dialogues and actions.  He does not give us all of Mǫrðr’s 

personality at once but rather develops him.  I must admit that when I first read the saga 

I deemed him a stock nemesis whose reoccurrences only served to create a foil for the 

heroes of the saga.  Although twisted in nature he is not a two dimensional villain, but 

rather a character with motives, ambitions, emotions, and desires.  The author of Njáls 

saga gives us a more holistic picture of medieval Iceland through Mǫrðr than if he was 

just a character introduced to portray the evil of the times. 
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The Conflict 

 The relationship between Gunnarr, Njáll, and Mǫrðr shows a long term conflict 

that is comprised of a series of small feuds.  As mentioned before the seeds of conflict 

started with Unnr’s marriage to Valgarðr.  Both Gunnarr and Njáll were not in favor of 

this union.  In a roundabout way Mǫrðr was destined to become their adversary because 

they opposed the union that was the basis for his conception.  The bellicose nature of 

his father Valgarðr left an imprint on Mǫrðr’s young mind.  When the saga introduces 

him in relation to Gunnarr, it states “Þá er hann var fullkominn at aldri, var hann illa til 

frænda sinna ok einna verst til Gunnarrs,”
77

 (“When he was fully grown he was bad to 

his kinsmen, and to Gunnar worst of all”).
78

  This malicious nature towards Gunnarr 

has its link to the phrase fullkominn or fully grown.  It can be theorized that Mǫrðr did 

not hate Gunnarr as a result of any particular event, but rather it was something that he 

embraced and carried from childhood into manhood.  At no point during the saga does 

it state that Mǫrðr disliked Njáll, but as Njáll was Gunnarr’s staunch ally, his advice 

and role as a lawyer thwarted Mǫrðr’s plans.  We know that Njáll did not like Mǫrðr.  

This is seen in his expression when he discovered that his sons had become his friends, 

“Njáli þótti jafnan illt, er Mǫrðr kom þangat, ok fór svá jafnan, at hann amaðisk við,”
79

 

(“Njal was always displeased when Mord came there, and he always let his dislike be 

known”).
80

 

 But dislike or even hatred does not start a feud.  There has to be some 

antagonism to start a conflict between the parties and to fuel further hatred.  Mǫrðr’s 

continual hatred of Gunnarr and his later conflict with Njáll stems from the pair’s 

independence.  The alliance between Gunnarr and Njáll was able to achieve something 

very powerful.  Together they were able to control the southern areas of Iceland 

between the Markarfjot and Þverá rivers.  When examining the geographical layout of 

this area in relation to the locations of big farmsteads it appears that Njáll and Gunnarr 

are the only prominent individuals located there.
81

  The river network in this area 

isolated them from surrounding goðar.  Both Gunnarr and Njáll’s local þing is at 

Þingskalar where Mǫrðr is one of the three chieftains that preside over the court.  The 

establishment of two powerful farmers could take opportunities of advocacy away from 
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Mǫrðr.  Mǫrðr was undoubtedly frustrated by their independence; although he 

rightfully holds the title of chieftain his power is lessened by Gunnarr and Njáll’s local 

influence.
82

 

Although it is not openly stated, this acquisition of power and prestige by Njáll 

and Gunnarr would explain the animosity in their relationship with Mǫrðr.  The saga 

states that people went to Njáll for advice and council which would compete with one 

of Mǫrðr’s roles as a chieftain.    The shift of power in the region is also familial.  Both 

Gunnarr and Mǫrðr are from different branches of the same family that held power in 

the region for some time.  Gunnarr’s rise to power and political success outshone 

Mǫrðr.  Because of this members of the family looked to him for leadership and not 

Mǫrðr.  In this regard Mǫrðr‘s hatred of Gunnarr is also related to the struggle of clan 

leadership.  The author spends the opening chapters  (1-18) setting up the conflict that 

orbited around Unnr.  The amount of time that the author spends detailing the family 

would indicate that he placed special importance on the heritage of both Gunnarr and 

Mǫrðr as one of the points of conflict between the two men.
83

 

 

Otkell and Þorgeirr: 

 The natural talents of Gunnarr and Njáll bring them both success and conflict.  

The author of the saga hints that this defined their relationship from the very beginning.  

In chapter 32 Njáll says to Gunnarr, “ok ert þú mjǫk reyndr, en þó munt þú meir síðar, 

því at margr mun þik ǫfunda,”
84

 (“and though you have been much tried, you will be 

tried much more, because many men will envy you”).
85

  Njáll hints to Gunnarr that 

although his adventures and swashbuckling abroad tested his mettle, the political and 

legal game of Iceland is a more brutal arena.  Njáll’s statement tells us that the game of 

honor has been stepped up and explains why Gunnarr must be careful.  Njáll uses the 

word ǫfunda, meaning to envy.  The very same envy what caused Mǫrðr to dislike 

Gunnar will create enemies as well. 

 Gunnarr’s first conflict in which he involves himself after returning to Iceland is 

with Otkell and his kinsmen.  Unbeknownst to Gunnarr this conflict would spell his 

eventual doom.  The writer of the saga in chapter 46 paints Otkell as a man who owned 

property yet was simple minded and unwise in his choice of friends.  One of his close 

                                                 
82

 William Ian Miller, Why is Your Axe Bloody, 145 
83

 Robert Cook, Njals Saga, 3-34. 
84

 ÍF 12:84. 
85

 Robert Cook, Njals Saga, 52. 



37 
 

friends was a man named Skammkell who the author depicts as amoral, untruthful, and 

overbearing.  Neither of these men are intelligent nor skilled in playing the game of 

honor.  During a famine Gunnarr approaches Otkell to buy hay after he gave his supply 

away to those in need.  Under the advice of Skammkell, Otkell picks a fight with 

Gunnarr and chooses to dishonor him by neither selling nor gifting Gunnarr the hay, 

but rather forces him to buy a slave named Melkolf.  Dishonored Gunnarr returns home 

with another mouth to feed and his wife Hallgerðr is enraged.  Hallgerðr’s temperament 

is unlike her husband’s and she refuses to let this event go.  She forces the slave 

Melkolf to return to Otkell’s homestead to steal food and burn the larder. 

Unfortunately Melkolf is careless, leaves traces of his activities behind, and 

Otkell and Skammkell suspect the thief came from Gunnarr’s house.  They go to Mǫrðr 

and after paying him three marks of silver he agrees to help them.  He skillfully uses a 

group of vagabonds to get his hands on slices of cheese which match the mould that 

Otkell used to make cheese at his farm.  They then accuse Gunnarr of theft and plan to 

prosecute him.  Gunnarr rides to settle the dispute, but Otkell listens to Skammkell who 

lies about advice given to him by their goðar (Gizur and Geir) and Gunnarr is 

summoned to the Alþing.  Upon learning that their legal advice was not heeded, Gizur 

the White and Geir goði compel Otkell to give Gunnarr self judgement when he 

challenges the chieftains to a duel for dishonoring him.  By Gunnarr receiving self 

judgement both Otkell and his chieftains are humiliated for backing down.  Sometime 

after the settlement Otkell and Skammkell are riding to their friend Runolf‘s house 

through Hlíðarendi when Otkell accidently strikes Gunnarr with his spur and draws 

blood.  Gunnarr is angry and his anger turns to blood lust after word gets back to him 

that Skammkell mocked him at Runolf’s.  Gunnarr meets the returning party, kills 

them, and settles the case with Njáll’s guidance.  The result of these events is that 

Gunnarr gains more honor in Iceland, and although peace is brokered, Njáll has been 

drawn into an emerging web of conflict. 

 The opening salvo against Gunnarr shows a number of things.  First it shows 

that one of the structures that medieval Icelander used to compete with one another was 

to target the symbolic capital of others.  Second, although Otkell and Skammkell were 

wealthy farmers they did not dare apply this strategy against a chieftain.  Gunnarr also 

was a wealthy farmer and as their social equal, they could challenge him.  The spat 

over buying hay went their way and they did not overstep the bounds of what a society 

considered acceptable.  In doing so they beat Gunnarr and gained a small portion of 
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symbolic capital.  After the burning of Otkell´s larder and theft of his cheese they go to 

Mǫrðr to seek council.  Mǫrðr helps but he does not attach himself to the case; instead 

he only gives the pair the means to launch an attack on Gunnarr’s symbolic capital.   

 Chapters 57-66 depict another feud between Gunnarr and other farmers.  In a 

similar fashion to Otkell, Gunnarr’s opponents over extend themselves.  These chapters 

introduce Starkað of Þrihyrning and Egill of Sandgil.  Starkað’s sons challenge Gunnarr 

to a horse fight with the intent of humiliating him during the contest.  Their plan fails 

and both Þorgeirr Starkaðsson and Kol are thrown to the ground.  In rage they attack 

Gunnarr and his horse. Gunnarr’s horse loses an eye and Gunnarr knocks his assailants 

unconscious.  To add insult to injury the crowd moves in and stops the fight when they 

see Þorgeirr reach for his weapons.  The result is that Gunnarr wins the exchange and 

makes an enemy of Starkað’s and Egill’s households.  The conflict renews itself some 

time later when Starkað and Egill attempt to ambush Gunnarr.  This attempt also fails 

and Gunnarr kills many men including Egill.  Starkað and his son Þorgeir pursue the 

case with Mǫrðr as their lawyer.  As the case progresses Njáll and Mǫrðr duel in the 

court with Njáll getting the upper hand.  The case is then submitted to arbitration and 

Gunnarr is forced to pay half compensation for the men that he killed, but the wounds 

that he inflicted on Starkað and Þorgeirr go uncompensated.   

 The conflict surrounding the horse fight shows another aspect of competition in 

Icelandic society, that is, it can be played in multiple fields at the same time.  When 

Starkað and Egill challenge Gunnarr they are doing so in two fields.  First through the 

structure of horse fighting and then more importantly the society’s expectations of how 

individuals should carry themselves.  Falling into mud is not pleasant and is humbling.  

Although Þorgeirr and Kol would profit if their horse wins they also want to see 

Gunnarr taken down a notch.  Gunnarr agrees to the horse fight because he believes 

that he has nothing to lose.  However Starkað and Egill bite off more than they can 

chew when they attempt to go after Gunnarr’s symbolic capital.  Their strategy 

backfires and they find themselves in the mud that they wished to see Gunnarr in.  Like 

a faint in swordplay this interaction shows that competition in medieval Icelandic 

society could take place in one or more fields at the same time. 

 This settlement does not last.  The saga states that “Reið Gunnarr heim af þingi 

ok sitr nú um kyrrt; en þó ǫfunduðu mótstǫðumenn hans mjǫk hans sœmð,”
86

 (“Gunnar 
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rode home from the Thing and stayed there in peace, but his enemies were very envious 

of the honor he had earned”).
87

  This envy is what spurs Þorgeirr Skarkaðarsson to 

pursue the conflict further.  In chapter 67 he once again approaches Mǫrðr and 

demands that he come up with a plan because they paid him.  It is at this point that we 

witness Mǫrðr‘s callous heart.  He proposes that Þorgeirr Skarkaðarsson befriend 

Þorgeirr Otkelsson with the sole intent of having him killed by Gunnarr.  Mǫrðr states 

“Mun ek ok segja þér, at Njáll hefir spát Gunnari ok sagt fyrir um ævi hans, ef hann 

vægi í inn sama knérunn optar en um sinn, at þat myndi honum bráðast til bana,”
88

 (“I 

can tell you something else: Njal made a prophecy to Gunnar about the course of his 

life and told him that if he killed more than once within the same bloodline, his death 

would follow swiftly”).
89

  Mǫrðr understands Njáll’s clairvoyant wisdom and decides 

to force Gunnarr to go against it.  Killing Þorgeirr Otkelsson would make Gunnarr 

break his settlement and commit and action deemed vile by the island’s population, 

killing a father and son. 

 In the chapters that follow Þorgeirr Otkelsson is killed by Gunnarr.  Once this 

happened Þorgeirr Skarkaðarsson retreats with his objective accomplished.  Mǫrðr and 

Þorgeirr have placed Gunnarr in a difficult situation.  Njáll is able to get his sentence 

reduced from full to lesser outlawry, which entails an exile of three years.  However 

Gunnarr does not leave the country and is declared a full outlaw at which point Mǫrðr 

and his allies are able to kill him with no legal repercussions.  Gunnarr’s choice to stay 

in Iceland is puzzling.  The saga states that his desire to stay came from the beauty of 

his home.  If viewed through a sociological lens it can be said that the longing for his 

home overrides the illusio of his habitus. Gunnarr is moved to the point that he no 

longer cares about habitus and chooses to go against it. The repercussions of this choice 

are predictable.  He is killed for no longer playing by the rules of society. 

 

Njáll and Mǫrðr 

 The death of Gunnarr brings about an end of hostilities between Njáll and 

Mǫrðr for some time.  After Gunnarr´s death the author turns the reader’s attention 

away from the original sequence of feuds.  Njáll’s sons go abroad, Christianity comes 

to Iceland, Njáll consolidates his power base, and his relations with Gunnarr’s family 
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turn sour.  Njáll climbs the social ladder by amassing capital of various types.  He starts 

by consolidating his economic capital which he invests in other forms.  William Miller 

examines Njáll’s ascent through both his and his children’s marriages.  The name of 

Njáll’s residence, Bergþórshváll, indicates who brought the most wealth into his 

marriage.  Although they are a loving couple Njáll married his wife Bergþóra for her 

wealth.  The marriages of Njáll’s first two sons, Skarphéðin and Grim, are designed to 

secure further economic wealth for the family.  The marriage of his youngest son Helgi 

to Þorhalla, the daughter of Ásgrim a powerful chief, seems to have been made to 

acquire symbolic capital within the region.  This is evident by Njáll’s placement of 

Þorhalla in the women’s seat of honor in the household above his own wife and the 

wives of his two sons.  With each of these marriages Njáll’s sons remain at 

Bergþórshváll acquiring property through marriage and continuing to concentrate their 

power around the family unit.
90

   

Njáll’s drive to get ahead in life is not dampened by Gunnarr’s death.  Instead it 

seems to have strengthened his resolve to succeed.  Njáll eventually comes into conflict 

with Gunnarr´s remaining family, the Sigfussons.  The death of Gunnarr creates a 

power vacuum in the region as he was the link between two powerful social networks.  

Njáll’s ambition to fill this vacuum is opposed by Þráinn Sigfusson who takes over the 

leadership of the Sigfusson clan.  The Sigfussons are unable to beat Njáll and Þráinn is 

killed. This outcome lays the foundation for the final feud.  Njáll sues for peace with 

Ketil of Mork with the caveat that he is to become the foster father for Þráinn’s son 

Hǫskuldr.  The fosterage of Hǫskuldr has important ramifications for Njáll and the 

relationship with his other sons. 

 The fosterage of Hǫskuldr shows Njáll at the height of his power.  He does not 

lack economic capital as the marriages have provided property.  He has replaced 

Gunnarr’s human capital by marrying one of his daughters to Kári, and then arranges a 

strong chieftaincy for Hǫskuldr (see below) which gave Njáll a strong friendship with a 

goði.  Njáll builds a strong bond with Hǫskuldr and the saga states he loved him more 

than his own children.  This can be seen in his grief when he receives the news that his 

children killed Hǫskuldr,  
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“Þeir brœðr fóru heim ok Kári.  Ok er þeir kómu heim, sǫgðu þeir Njáli 

tíðendin. ‘Hǫrmulig tíðendi’ segir Njáll, ‘ok er slíkt illt at vita, því at þat 

er sannligt at segja, at svá fellr mér nær um trega, at mér þœtti betra at 

hafa látit tvá sonu mína ok væri Hǫskuldr á lífi.”
91

 

 

“The Njalssons and Kari went home, and when they came they told Njal 

what happened. ‘Tragic news,’ said Njal, ‘and terrible to hear, for it is 

fair to say that I am deeply touched with grief that I would have rather 

lost two of my sons, as long as Hoskuld were still alive.’”
92

 

 

Hǫskuldr’s death is directly tied to Mǫrðr and the activities that Njáll embarks 

on after his feud with the Sigfussons.  Njáll shares more in common with his foster son 

Hǫskuldr then his biological children.  Unlike Njáll’s other sons Hǫskuldr values 

wisdom, peace over conflict, and settlement.  Njáll begins to shape Hǫskuldr as his 

protégé and does everything he can to establish him in society.  Hǫskuldr‘s marriage to 

Hildigunn Starkaðardóttir shows the length that Njáll is willing to go.  Hildigunn, the 

daughter of a chieftain, is not willing to marry someone without a goðorð so Njáll sets 

out to obtain a chieftaincy by purchasing one.  When no one is willing to sell theirs he 

resorts to creating chaos at the Alþing, almost to the point of provoking war, in an 

attempt to trick the island into thinking that another judicial court is needed.  The 

establishment of this court creates the need to elect one additional chieftain in each 

district.  The Icelandic population is willing to concede that Njáll give Hǫskuldr a 

goðorð because of his role in “saving” the island from war. 

 In these chapters we see how ruthless and cunning Njáll can be.  He almost 

plunges the island into a civil war to secure an advantageous marriage for his foster 

son.  Although war is avoided, his actions have serious repercussions.  With the 

creation of a new chieftaincy in each district the value of existing goðorð´s are 

decreased.  A new chieftain has to have þingmenn and this creates competition in each 

quarter.  Mǫrðr is negatively affected by this.  The saga indicates that Hǫskuldr’s rise to 

power resulted in shifting the site of the quarter þing away from Mǫrðr’s locus of 

power, Þingskálaþing.  Moreover Njáll sets Hǫskuldr’s chieftaincy up inside the same 
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geographical area that he once controlled with Gunnarr, between the Þverá and 

Markarfjot rivers.
93

 

 The conversation between Mǫrðr and his father was discussed earlier in this 

chapter and Valgarðr’s cruel words spur his son to action.  Mǫrðr displays his baseness 

once more by creating a dispute within Njáll’s family.  He befriends the Njálssons and 

Kári through visits, feasts, and gifts.  Njáll’s children were aware of their father’s 

dislike for Mǫrðr but they pay no heed to his warnings.  Mǫrðr ultimately succeeds in 

convincing the Njálssons to attack and kill Hǫskuldr by infesting their minds with 

paranoia that their foster brother is plotting to end their lives over the previous death of 

his biological father, Þráinn Sigfusson.  When these fears are fully mature Mǫrðr leads 

them on their live-taking expedition.  It is after the death of Hǫskuldr that Mǫrðr once 

again displays his craftiness.  He tells the Njálssons that he must announce his part in 

the killing and act as a messenger to report the case.  If he does this then he can 

sabotage charges against the Njálssons when it is revealed that he is both a plaintiff and 

a killer.
94

  Mǫrðr successfully gambles that the fallout of killing a chieftain will land on 

Njáll’s children as they are seen as being dangerous to other leading members of 

society.
95

 

So how does Mǫrðr worm his way into the hearts of Njáll’s children?  The 

answer is through love.  At some point in the lives of Njáll’s children an idea was 

planted in their minds that their father loved Hǫskuldr more than them.
96

  We do know 

that Njáll is vocal about affection for Hǫskuldr after hearing the news of his foster 

son’s death, as well as in the court case against Flosi where he uses his image as 

grieving father to help support his case.  Nowhere else in saga does Njáll state that that 

he loved Hǫskuldr more than his own children.  But there is evidence to show that he 

did.  The responsibility for a foster father to give their foster son an inheritance was 

expected in medieval Iceland.  However the acquisition of a goðorð for a foster son 

was unheard off.  A chieftaincy was a hereditary possession that a family passed down 

from one generation to the next.  Miller points out that Njáll’s children might have 

assumed that Hǫskuldr’s chieftaincy was to be shared by the two families as seen in 

chapter 109 when Skarpheðinn takes Hǫskuldr’s place in the 5
th

 court one year when he 

is unable to make it there but these hopes are dashed when Hǫskuldr begins to operate 
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the chieftaincy without the Njálssons.
97

 It is logical to suppose that Njáll’s other 

children were resentful over giving such a valuable title to Hǫskuldr. 

 

What does all of this tell us? 

 In the past few pages I have examined a number of conflicts in Njáll’s saga.  

Each of these conflicts is tied to the character of Mǫrðr.  I stated previously that Njáll 

and Gunnarr are a cut above their peers.  Their various feuds with jealous farmers and 

their households show this.  They are considered honorable men and are recognized as 

such by various chieftains across the island.  Their innate abilities to succeed allow 

them to climb the social ladder to the point of brushing shoulders with chieftains.  This 

is illustrated in the events described, such as Njáll sparing with Mǫrðr in court, and 

Gunnarr challenging Gizur the White and Geir goði to a dual after their þingmenn make 

legal blunders at the Alþing.
98

  Njáll and Gunnarr are victorious in almost every 

engagement that they enter.  However the instant they lose control of the situation they 

are obliterated.  

 Their annihilation comes from the fact that they are skirting the limits of 

Iceland’s political rules of behaviour.  Society, and especially the chieftains within it, 

tolerate their activities as long as they do not openly break them.  This is evident in the 

conditions surrounding their deaths.  Gunnarr dies when he does not accept his three 

years of exile and Njáll is killed after his sons kill a chieftain.  Retribution for their 

actions is swift and harsh with all the finesse of a hammer blow.  Being killed in your 

house by a war party is not fair play as neither Njáll nor Gunnarr could match the size 

of their opponent’s retinues.  However even in their last moments Njáll and Gunnarr 

show that they are a force to be reckoned with.  Both of the war bands led by Gizur the 

White and Flosi only attacked when their quarry was at a disadvantage.  Gizur attacks 

when Gunnarr is alone in his house and Flosi goes to Bergþórshváll with the full intent 

of using fire and only commits his forces once the household takes shelter in their 

hall.
99

  Even in their deaths Gunnarr and Njáll theatrically display their superiority over 

their opponents.  The saga does not give the exact number of men in the war band that 

attacked Gunnarr at Hlíðarendi, but we do know that it was the combined forces of 

Gizur the White, Geir the goði, and Mǫrðr Valgarðsson.  Three chieftains deemed it 

                                                 
97

 William Ian Miller, “Justifying Skarpheðinn: Of Pretext and Politics in the Icelandic Bloodfeud,” Society 
for the Advancement of Scandinavian Study, (Fall 1983): 316-344. 336. 
98

 Robert Cook, Njals Saga, 88/111 
99

 Ibid., 128/212 



44 
 

necessary to muster their þingmenn to attack one man.  This indeed is a case of 

overkill.  Even outnumbered Gunnarr puts up a good fight with his bow and halberd 

sheltered in his domicile.  Killing Gunnarr in this manner brings no real martial prestige 

to the three goðar and shows how much they fear him.   

Njáll and his children die fighting against Flosi and his long one hundred.  After 

Flosi sets fire to the house he tells Njáll that his dispute is only against his sons and 

begs him to come out of the fire, “Flosi mælti: ‘Útgǫngu vil ek þér bjóða, því at þú 

brennr ómakligr inni.’  Njáll mælti: ‘Eigi vil ek út ganga, því at ek em maðr gamall ok 

lítt til búinn at hefna sona minna, en ek vil eigi lifa við skǫmm.’”
100

 (“Flosi spoke: ‘I 

want to offer you free exit, for you do not deserve to be burned.’ Njal spoke: ‘I will not 

leave, for I’m an old man and hardly fit to avenge my sons, I do not want to live in 

shame.’”)
101

  In a stoic manner Njáll has the last laugh over Flosi.  He does not leave 

the house and metaphorically throws himself on his funeral pyre knowing full well that 

by doing so he is damning Flosi in the eyes of the community.  Flosi killed with fire, a 

cowardly weapon.  It does not put its wielder toe to toe with their foe and moreover it 

kills indiscriminately.  Njáll being an old man knows that he will be unable to avenge 

his sons.  But he knows that his death would propel the feud and ultimately force Flosi 

to break the rules.  By choosing to die in the fire Njáll weighs the scales against Flosi 

and has his revenge by creating legal grounds to prosecute him.  Flosi knows this and 

after using fire he attempts to get all of the non-combatants out of the burning building.  

William Pencak argues that Flosi’s guilt is evident by the fact that his only defense at 

the Alþing is his multiple attempts to sabotage the prosecution’s summons.  He and 

everyone else knows that once the court case is initiated that he is doomed and his only 

hope to survive is to sabotage it.
102

  Njáll’s death is a crippling blow to Flosi’s social 

and symbolic capital.  The most telling loss is that he loses his chieftaincy in the 

process.  He willingly gives it away to one of his family members right before he is 

summoned in an attempt to try and get Mǫrðr to summon him to the wrong court. 

 Njáll and Gunnarr are killed because they step outside the received mode of 

behaviour of medieval Iceland.  William Miller points out that both Njáll and Gunnarr 

are up and coming farmers, or “new men”.  Their self-made property is what earns 

them the ire of surrounding chieftains.  Gunnarr more than any other character in the 
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saga rapidly climbs the social ladder.  Miller points out that in four chapters the saga 

states that he goes from being the best man in the southern quarter to the best man in all 

of Iceland.
103

  This rapid ascent is witnessed by the entire Island which brings him 

conflict through the old adage: “If you want to become a legend kill one.”  Gunnarr 

causes envy but he does not try to hide his status.  If he has a flaw it is his ostentatious 

displays of wealth.  He goes about his daily chores wearing expensive clothing and 

builds his house out of wood in a resource starved environment.  In a similar manner to 

the way modern people despise the rich for displaying their economic capital Gunnarr, 

is disliked.  Miller points out that, “Gunnarr cannot help his good looks and superior 

athleticism, but he does not make it as easy for people to endure his successes as it 

would be wise for him to do so.”
104

   Likewise in the case of Njáll he is killed because 

he is seen as threatening society when his sons kill Hǫskuldr. Miller states that this is 

the gamble that Mǫrðr takes and wins.  Njáll and his household have already killed one 

chieftain. What’s to stop them from killing another? Politics trump justice because 

Njáll and his family are threatening the equilibrium of the islands political life.  They 

are seen as a threat whereas Mǫrðr’s ambitions are limited to what are expected of 

him.
105

 

 But an important question needs to be asked.  If Njáll and Gunnarr were 

supermen how were they brought down?  The answer is simple.  Their social capital 

was not at the level of what a chieftain controlled; nor could it reach that level.  

Through friendship and advocacy chieftaincies afforded a goði with a structure to store 

and protect their social capital as farmers were required by law to belong to a 

chieftain.
106

  While the chieftains in Njáll’s saga were adept players at the game of 

politics, they are not supermen like Njáll and Gunnarr.  This undoubtedly bred 

resentment among the chieftains.  Mǫrðr is the best example of this as he stood the 

most to lose.  Mǫrðr’s character is full of flaws.  He is greedy, spiteful, and heartless in 

his quest for power.  In the previous section I discussed his conflicts with Njáll and 

Gunnarr.  In each exchange Njáll and Gunnarr risk everything while Mǫrðr could 

insulate himself from negative consequences.  Using Bourdieu’s metaphor of a card 

game, Mǫrðr could afford to force his opponents to go all in.  In the event that he lost a 

hand or two his overall reserve of capital was not badly depleted.  On the other side the 
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stakes are higher for Njáll and Gunnarr.  They had more to lose if they are unsuccessful 

but this made their victories all the more spectacular. 

 But another question arises.  How can Mǫrðr constantly assail Njáll and 

Gunnarr in this manner?  The answer is simple.  He does not use his economic, 

symbolic, cultural, or human capital to do so; instead he uses his social capital.  In each 

of the confrontations described Mǫrðr uses his þingmenn as pawns.  They are 

ultimately expendable.  He aids them in their feud with his common adversary through 

legal advice and underhanded strategy; however he ultimately uses their capital to 

attack Njáll and Gunnarr.  In all the instances when Mǫrðr gives advice to Gunnarr’s or 

Njáll’s enemies he is able to step back away from the conflict.  This removes any real 

risk of loss for Mǫrðr.  The deaths of his puppets at the hands of Gunnarr or Njáll do 

not cost him anything except a little social capital, which as a chieftain he has in 

abundance.  Brutal and callous as this stratagem may be it does not cause his other 

þingmenn to seek a new chieftain because Mǫrðr is upholding his side of the social 

bargain, and Mǫrðr does not drag his other supporters into his feud.  As a result, 

Mǫrðr’s other þingmenn are not connected with his activities until Mǫrðr takes part in 

the assault on Gunnar’s farmstead.  Through Bourdieu’s eyes Mǫrðr uses his 

chieftaincy as a structure to generate strategies in the most literal sense.  His social 

network becomes a buffet of options to further his influence in Iceland society. 
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Chapter Three: Observations Beyond the Saga 

 

 This chapter focuses on two aspects of Njáls saga.  The first identifies an 

alternative way to violently compete with a rival besides initiating a feud, while the 

second examines how an individual’s social capital determines how this competition 

will occur.  The most vivid and poetic form of feud presented in the saga is in chapters 

34-45 between Hallgerðr and Bergþóra.  William Miller in his 1990 book Bloodtaking 

and Peacemaking brought this conflict to light and made feud a staple in Icelandic 

studies.  While Njáls saga contains some of the best examples of feud in the Icelandic 

literary corpus, it also contains another form of competition that is neither feud nor 

warfare.  The relationship between Mǫrðr and Gunnarr reveals this competition as they 

indirectly compete with one another for respect, influence, and clan leadership.  Their 

relationship is cold but it never escalates into an open feud like Hallgerðr and Bergþóra.  

Rather Mǫrðr pesters Gunnarr and tries to trip him up whenever possible.  I call this 

competition low intensity conflict, as it is neither develops into feud nor is it defined by 

the relentless nature of warfare.   

Low intensity conflict can be as lethal as feud but it differs from it in that the 

altercation occurs over longer time.  Feud acted as a stabilizing mechanism in medieval 

Iceland as individuals depleted their resources in focused conflicts directed toward their 

adversaries and away from innocent bystanders.  To use a metaphor, both sides in a 

feud burned their wicks at maximum.  One side either obliterated the other or tired and 

sought a settlement.  Low intensity conflict could turn into feud but often it was 

characterized by one side hampering the success of the other through any means 

possible.  The goal of low intensity conflict is not to create a feud but rather clip their 

rival’s wings by maneuvering them into disadvantageous positions.  The conflict 

between Mǫrðr and Gunnarr showcases the strategies used in low intensity conflict.  

Mǫrðr places Gunnarr in lethal positions that force him to defend himself.  While 

Mǫrðr would have been pleased if Gunnarr had been killed at any point along the way 

it was not his primary objective.  Mǫrðr wanted Gunnar taken out of the picture and his 

influence reduced though any outcome.  He takes his victories piecemeal and chips 

away at Gunnarr until he falls.  He is content to harry his opponent when he can and 

only takes advantage of circumstances to kill Gunnarr when an opportunity arises. 

 Second, the low intensity conflict that Mǫrðr carried out against Gunnar, and 

later Njáll, is conducted through the management of his social capital.  Like other 
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Icelandic chieftains Mǫrðr’s network of social capital was strongly compartmentalized.  

This compartmentalization of social networks is a phenomenon that was first described 

by Ronald Burt in his 1992 book, Structural Holes. The Social Structure of 

Competition.  Burt refers to the segments in networks of social capital as structural 

holes.  He makes the important observation that while social capital can be owned 

collectively by all individuals in a network, other forms of capital are held privately.
107

  

Burt introduced the idea of structural holes to help explain how individuals with an 

abundance of social capital can accumulate and manipulate it to their advantage.     

The term structural hole is a bit ambiguous if not confusing.  It is better defined 

as a subsystem or portion of an individual’s social capital network that is structured in 

such a way to isolate it from other individuals who might want to access it.  Developing 

and maintaining holes or clusters in social networks was a priority of chieftains who 

sought to maximize their control over the social capital within them.  The reason is that 

if portions of the network are kept separate from one another then only one person is 

likely to be able to manage it.  That way individuals who want to access the broader 

pool of social capital must rely on their mutual contact (i.e. goði) to do so.
108

   

Burt also argues that for an individual to maximize the amount of social capital 

in their network they need to develop non-redundant structural holes or network 

segments.  This is because maintaining the network requires resources.  If there is more 

than one person in an individual’s network that provides the same service then the 

benefit of maintaining more than one person with the same abilities may not be worth 

the cost.  As a result shrewd managers will look for individuals when they build their 

networks who provide different or multiple services.
109

  If Burt’s theory is applied to 

medieval Iceland then each household constituted a separate subsystem of social capital 

(i.e. structural hole) that a chieftain could access.  The population geography of 

medieval Iceland encouraged the creation of structural holes within social networks.  

The landscape was dotted with farmsteads that required land enough for grazing.  This 

resulted in the semi-isolation of farmsteads.  Feasts and þings brought people together 

but this occurred only a few times during the year.  Contact between households 

outside of these communal events was sporadic.  Icelandic law made the chieftain the 

nucleus of a legal network.  If a þingmenn needed advice he would most likely go to his 
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chieftain who was the leader of his social network rather than a fellow farmer since 

relying on one’s pre-existing and required relationships with a goði did not require the 

investment of more resources.  Icelandic farmsteads by nature were self-contained 

structural holes.  As a management strategy Mǫrðr could sacrifice one of his 

households without affecting the others.  Social capital held in a network with 

structural holes is what gave chieftains power over their þingmenn. 

Burt also argues in his article Structural Holes and Good Ideas that individuals 

with structural holes who engage in brokerage have a higher chance of success in the 

work space and often are defined by a greater latitude of social space from their less 

well-off peers.
110

  This upward mobility is caused by the broker acting as a key or 

bridge for those in his network, or for those trying to access his contacts from the 

outside.  Simply put, a broker controls the highway of interaction between his structural 

holes and can to some degree control those who wish to access them.  Although Burt is 

concerned with the modern world his ideas are equally applicable to the past.  Burt 

states that individuals who interact effectively with network segments learn faster and 

are prone to sparks of genius.  This is due to the fact that they often have a bird’s eye 

view over situations and acquire information from their network segments before it is 

disseminated as common knowledge to the society as a whole.
111

 

When this perspective is applied to the role of social capital in medieval 

Icelandic politics the advantage of being a broker or advocate is apparent.  Individuals 

like Mǫrðr could compete and outmaneuver their adversaries based on the collection of 

information and the applicative action by his structural holes.  From Bourdieu´s 

perspective a chieftaincy with its legally binding social relations acted as strategy 

generating mechanism in the most literal sense.  The chieftain, or in our case Mǫrðr, 

was given a strategic advantage through the connection to their structural holes. 

 The saga shows that when Mǫrðr instigates or directs conflict towards Gunnarr 

he is aware that he is gambling with his social capital.  In chapter 54 a woman sees 

Gunnarr and Otkell fighting and runs to tell Mǫrðr in the hope that he will intervene,  

 

“Kona hljóp heim, er sá, ok sagði Merði ok bað hann skilja þá. ‘Þeir 

einir munu vera,’ segir hann, ‘at ek hirði aldri, þó at drepisk.’ ‘Eigi munt 
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þú þat vilja mæla,’ segir hon; ‘þar mun vera Gunnarr, frændi þinn, ok 

Otkell, vinr þinn.’ ‘Klifar þú nǫkkut ávallt, mannfýla þín,’ segir hann; lá 

hann inni, meðan þeir bǫrðusk.”
112

 

 

“A woman who saw this ran to the house and told Mord, and asked him 

to separate them. ‘It’s just men who, for all I care,’ he said, ‘can kill 

each other.’  ‘You don’t mean that,’ she said.  ‘Your kinsman Gunnar 

and your friend Otkel are there.’  ‘You’re always babbling away, you 

foul wretch,’ he said, and lay inside while they were fighting.”
113

 

 

The woman pleading with Mǫrðr to intervene tells us two things.  First, that 

Mǫrðr as a chieftain had a responsibility to stop conflict within his domain.  Gunnarr 

was a kinsman and Otkell was his friend; his obligation to both these individuals 

dictated that he attempt to maintain the peace.  Second, Mǫrðr chose to ignore the 

fighting.  That a woman was able to run to Mǫrðr during the skirmish indicates that it 

occurred close to his residence.  The line, “It’s just men who, for all I care,’ he said, 

‘can kill each other,”
114

 is not an instance of apathy; it is one of strategy.  If Otkell kills 

Gunnarr than Mǫrðr wins.  If Gunnarr kills Otkell than he is burdened with a legal case 

and Mǫrðr still profits.  Mǫrðr is careful not to come into direct conflict with Gunnarr 

as he knows he is only a middling swordsman and lacks Gunnarr’s combative skill.  

Instead he repeatedly uses the households or structural holes in his network to attack 

him.  

 The conflict between Mǫrðr and Gunnarr illustrates a different type of conflict 

than has been explored by other scholars.  It is a game of attrition rather than 

straightforward conflict.  I believe that this type of low intensity conflict and 

competition, was more common among chieftains and farmers than outright feud as it 

was less dangerous; antagonism between people did not cause feud unless important 

lines were crossed.  Njáls saga is very clear that feud is part of the habitus of medieval 

Icelanders.  Mǫrðr kills Gunnarr and Njáll through the social capital given to him by 

his chieftaincy.  In Iceland social capital was tied to upward mobility.  Wealthy farmers 

could influence their surroundings but only to a certain extent.  Men who were 
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extraordinary individuals like Njáll and Gunnarr could only rise so far in society 

because they did not own a goðorð.  The low intensity conflict that I have discussed 

may have been a tactic that was employed by chieftains in the 13
th

 century to maintain 

control over their farmers.  If this is true than the saga is a reflection of this. 
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Conclusion 

 

 In this thesis I have examined the role that social capital and the ideas of Pierre 

Bourdieu play in medieval Icelandic politics.  Bourdieu’s ideas of habitus, field, and 

illusio provide a new framework to view the struggle for power between the late 

Commonwealth’s elite.  Bourdieu’s concept of capital provides a useful point of 

reference to understand the resources, skills, and prizes that individuals fought over.  

His theory helps to portray how characters in the sagas understood and used their 

available capital to carve out niches of influence.  Out of all Pierre Bourdieu’s ideas his 

work on social capital is particularly valuable for modeling how medieval Iceland 

functioned.  The sagas show that social interaction accompanied every exchange.  Njáls 

saga as a literary source can be problematic to work with; however the work of both 

Lars Lönnroth and Einar Sveinsson show that if the date of composition and origin of 

the work is kept in mind then the saga can be used to explore the behavior of the 

island’s elite in the 13
th

 century. 

 Njáls saga reveals that avenues to power often ran the risk of violence.  The 

work of William Miller shows that feud was used to maintain a balance between two 

opposing sides who kept score of their losses.  Miller’s viewpoint of feud has shaped 

the way that individuals have characterized violence in medieval Iceland; however it 

does not completely or accurately describe the conflict between Mǫrðr, his kinsman 

Gunnarr, and Njáll.  In this regard, the work of Jesse Byock stresses the importance of 

advocacy and brokerage in goði/þingmenn relations as they were used by the island’s 

elite as mechanisms and structures to further their influence in society.  Similarly, Jón 

Viðar Sigurðsson‘s idea of vertical dyadic relationships between þingmenn and their 

goði shows how strong the institution of friendship could be.  When all of this is 

combined with Ronald Burt’s concept of structural holes it explains the manner in 

which chieftains, such as Mǫrðr, were able to use their legal entitlements aggressively 

to enhance their influence.  The ability to successfully manage and maintain a social 

network was what defined the social space between the elite and the rank and file in 

medieval Iceland. 

 To conclude therefore, the characters of Njáll and Gunnarr are rich in human, 

symbolic, and even economic capital.  Their defining feature is that they are both gifted 

with incredible human capital.  Gunnarr excels in all things physical while Njáll is 

cerebral.  It is their human capital which allows them to carve out a modicum of 
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independence in their society.  Their behavior is tolerated as long as they are 

considered to be playing by the rules.  The tragedy of Njáls saga is the death of two 

great heroes because they are unable to curb their natural desires and use their human 

capital with discresion.  Gunnarr is forced by his reputation into a series of conflicts 

resulting in his death when he chooses not to tolerate the envy of lesser men.  While 

Njáll does not choose to go against received rules of conduct, his position is dangerous 

due to his ambitions in society.  He is an adept manager of his capital and invests it 

wisely.  The fosterage and eventual gift of a chieftaincy to Hǫskuldr secures his power 

in the Icelandic political arena.  At first Njáll is protected and advanced by his social 

capital he accumulates with Hǫskuldr.  Ultimately, however, he is entombed by bricks 

laid by his own hand when his sons kill his important ally and bring the wrath of the 

Flosi and the power of his chieftaincy down on his household.   

 The deaths of both of these men are orchestrated by Mǫrðr who, as a chieftain, 

is able to use social capital to hamstring his moral betters.  Mǫrðr’s actions show that 

the Achilles heel of the wealthy farmer in the late Commonwealth was his limited 

ability to access and mobilize social capital when he needed it.  The Icelandic system of 

chieftains and þingmenn acted as a structure to promote this disparity.  Holding a 

chieftaincy was crucial to anyone who desired social advancement past a certain point.  

The use of social capital in Njáls saga shows its value in long-term conflict.  The ability 

to mobilize and direct disputes granted the chieftain an immense amount of power.  

Conflict through attrition rather than feud conserved resources and was less risky.  

Mǫrðr plays the long game and sits upon his social network like a spider on its web and 

uses it’s strength to tire out his prey before he moves in for the kill.  Njáls saga presents 

a picture about the time when it was written and how an individual’s social capital was 

often the deciding factor between long-term success or failure in the political arena.  To 

conclude, the moral of this story is that Mǫrðr gets away with murder. A tragedy yes, 

but with the nomenclature of Brennu Njáll in the title raises the question, how else does 

one think it will end? 
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