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The Ethics of the Attackers 

“Tell me, is your industry completely devoid of 
any ethics?” a friend asked me recently. My 
industry is the financial industry, obviously. The 
question was provoked by me recounting the 
story of the trader who pulled the rug from 
underneath the Icelandic economy. He was 
among the first to understand the vulnerability 
of its mushrooming banking sector. Seeing this, 
he bet large sums of money on the banking 
sector failing and dragging the national economy 
down with it. 

But the profit on his trade was a long time 
coming. As long as all the other market players 
let the Icelandic adventure live, it did not die. 
And since betting on something’s collapse is just 
like buying and insurance policy, the longer it 
took, the more money he had to waste on 
insurance premiums with nothing to show for it. 

That’s when he decided to take matters into his 
own hands. He went on a marketing tour. He 
travelled the world’s financial centers and talked 
to armies of traders and got them to line up their 
arsenals of money for a joint speculative attack. 
Pretty soon they had the island state, volcanoes 
and all, turned into toast. 

This was unethical you tell me? 

You know the old saying, “you have to be cruel 
to be kind”. To do good in the long run you 
have to act in ways that appear harsh in the short 

run. If you have children you know what I’m 
talking about. 

Well, let us explore the Icelandic saga from that 
angle. What if nobody had attacked the country? 
Its economy was headed in the wrong direction. 
By anyone’s standards it fit the description of a 
bubble. If nobody had tried to prick it, the 
bubble would probably have burst of its own in 
the end. But maybe not before it had swelled 
several times more and the eventual collapse had 
caused even more devastation. Would that have 
been a better, or more ethical, chain of events? 
Would that be more beneficial for the people of 
Iceland?  

For the rest of us anyway, it was unquestionably 
good that the speculators ganged up on Iceland. 
Their action sent a powerful message to the 
leaders of all countries and all businesses who 
participate in the global capital market: We keep 
our eyes on you. We make sure you don’t stray 
from the straight and narrow. If we catch you at 
any funny business we will expose and punish 
you. Knowing that a pack of unscrupulous 
speculators are watching their every move will 
affect the behaviour of our leaders. It reminds 
them constantly of the cost of making stupid, 
careless or corrupt decisions. The speculators 
may be acting out of cruel self-interest in the 
short run but in so doing they may be doing us 
all a kind favour in the long run.  
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