The Land of Ice, Fire, and Innovation
Innovation has served Iceland for 1,150 years. Why change a working recipe?
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| recently had the pleasure of visiting Iceland, a country of about 390,000 people. The
place feels like a mash-up of Hawaii and Alaska, with a land area roughly the size of
Kentucky. Iceland has around 130 volcanoes, with about 30 considered active. Along
with the volcanoes there are around 500 earthquakes per week. Many of these are
microquakes (below a magnitude of 2.0) that go unnoticed, but about 44 a year
register a magnitude of 4.0 or higher within 180 miles of the island.

The International Monetary Fund projects Iceland’'s GDP per capita to reach $81,220 in
2025, adjusted for purchasing power parity (PPP). This compares to $89,110 for the
US and $64,550 for the European Union (EU).

The purpose of my visit was to talk about why Iceland should or should not join the EU.
The event was hosted by Students for Liberty Europe and RSE, the Icelandic Centre
for Social and Economic Research. What does this topic have to do with our book,
Superabundance?

In our book we argue that we're experiencing a period of superabundance, where
personal resource abundance is increasing faster than population growth. This period
started about 200 years ago after millennia of stagnation. We attribute this in large
part to people recognizing that the freedom to innovate lifts humanity out of poverty.
Innovation is the discovering and sharing of valuable new knowledge in markets.
Around 1820, the planet’'s dormant entrepreneurs began to blossom and bear fruit. But
lceland has been innovating much longer than 200 years.

Thanks for reading Doomslayer! Subscribe for
free to receive new posts in your inbox.

v/ Subscribed

lceland can be considered a creation of entrepreneurs. It was first settled around 874
CE by Norse explorers, primarily from Norway, led by Ingolfr Arnarson, who is
traditionally recognized as the island’s first permanent settler. He established his
homestead in what is now Reykjavik (“Smoky Bay"), named after the steam rising from
nearby hot springs.

Throughout history, the creators have fled the takers—escaping oppression to found
new realms of freedom where ideas could multiply and wealth could grow. This is the
ancient rhythm of renewal that gave birth to America. The settlers of Iceland were
largely Vikings, along with some Celtic slaves (it was typical of the times to enslave
defeated peoples) and settlers from the British Isles. Drawn by the island’s fish and
grazing land, they sought independence from Norway's consolidating monarchy.

By 930 CE, the settlers established the Althing, one of the world’'s oldest parliaments,
at Pingvellir, creating a system of governance where chieftains met annually to settle
disputes and make laws. This marked the start of the Icelandic Commonwealth, a
decentralized society without a king.

The population grew to around 50,000 by the 11th century, sustained by farming,
fishing, and trade. The Commonwealth lasted 332 years, until 1262, when internal
conflicts and external pressure from Norway led Iceland to pledge allegiance to the
Norwegian crown, ending its independence. This set the stage for centuries of foreign
rule, first by Norway and later Denmark. Iceland finally achieved full independence 682
years later, in 1944, establishing the modern Republic of Iceland.

Wealth Is Knowledge and Growth Is Learning

Superabundance is based on the ideas of Julian Simon and George Gilder. Two of the
book's key principles are that wealth is knowledge and growth is learning. These apply
directly to Iceland—a nation that turned scarcity into strength and desolation into
discovery. With little arable land and few natural endowments, Icelanders learned that
the ultimate resource was not in the soil or the waters but in the capacity to imagine
and create.

When oil shocks hit in the 1970s, Iceland had little domestic energy. Rather than
surrender to scarcity, Icelanders turned to what they had in superabundance. They
drilled not for fossil fuels but for fire beneath the earth, turning volcanic fury into light
and heat. Today, nearly all of Iceland’s power flows from geothermal and hydroelectric
abundance—proof that energy, like wealth, begins not with matter but with knowledge.

And from this same well of ingenuity emerged a national symbol—the Blue Lagoon.
The world-famous pools and spa were born from the overflow of the Svartsengi
geothermal power station, where geothermal brine spilled into a lava field and
transformed an industrial by-product into a national treasure. What began as an
accident became an emblem of Icelandic creativity—a living harmony of mind and

matter, fire and water.

The Blue Lagoon reminds us that wealth is not drawn from the ground but flows from
the fountain of human imagination, where even the castoffs of creation can shimmer
with new light. In Iceland, energy is not merely harnessed—it is redeemed.

In the early 20th century, Iceland was a country primarily reliant on imported coal to
meet its energy needs. The first hydropower station was built in 1904, and today there
are 15 stations producing 73 percent of the nation’s electricity. Geothermal represents
the other 27 percent.

Ljosafoss Power Station

Abundant, affordable, and reliable energy is one of the fountainheads of modern
civilization, turning ingenuity into prosperity. Yet Europe’s leaders, in their zeal to
perfect nature, have turned against the very forces that sustain it. By dismantling coal,
nuclear, and gas in favor of windmills and solar panels, they are not advancing
progress but reversing it, replacing mastery with dependence and innovation with
austerity. The continent that once ignited the Industrial Revolution now flirts with a
new age of scarcity—an empire of entropy cloaked in virtue. The great tragedy is the
belief that prosperity can be preserved by suppressing the freedom that created it.
Prosperity follows those who dare to learn from the world, not those who try to silence
it.

For Iceland to thrive, it must continue to unleash its creative energy—to innovate, to
speak, and to let knowledge flow as freely as its geothermal springs. Iceland is proof
that wealth is not in the ground but in the mind. When faced with the scarcity of
matter, Icelanders discovered the infinite power of knowledge.

That same spirit of redemption drives Iceland’'s modern economy. From deCODE
genetics, which unlocked the secrets of the Icelandic genome, to Ossur, whose
prosthetics restore mobility with grace and precision, Iceland exports ideas more than
goods. Its renewable energy now powers data centers and digital frontiers, where bits
replace barrels and imagination fuels growth. And in the northern village of isafjoréur,
Kerecis has turned the skin of cod—once discarded as waste—into a life-giving
biomaterial that heals human wounds across the world.

Iceland reminds us that every economy is a learning system, and every act of
enterprise a revelation. Growth is not a race for resources but a search for truth—the
discovery of new knowledge that multiplies as it is shared. In this sense, Iceland has
learned its way into wealth, proving that in the long dialogue between man and nature,
the mind is the great multiplier.

The story of Iceland is the story of civilization itself. Every act of creation is an act of
learning, a small echo of the divine mind that made the world intelligible. Wealth in its
truest form is not measured in metals or markets but in moments of revelation—when
knowledge transforms scarcities into abundances. Iceland proved the eternal law of
creativity: that human learning, illuminated by faith and freedom, can turn even the
coldest rock—or the humblest fish—into a beacon of light.

Choose Wisely

So why would a nation of entrepreneurs and innovators want to be subject to a union
of regulators and bureaucrats? As of 2024, the number of staff working for the
European Commission is over 80,000 across all 76 EU bodies. That would be one
regulator for every 4.8 Icelanders. The future of Iceland lies with leaders like Thor
Jensen, Bjorgolfur Thor Bjorgolfsson, Fertram Sigurjonsson, Heidar Gudjonsson, and
Bala Kamallakharan, not armies of Brussels bureaucrats.

To secure its future, Iceland must remain a beacon of open inquiry and energy
creativity. It should champion innovation over ideology—embracing every technology
that multiplies human capability rather than constrains it. By coupling free markets
with free minds, Iceland can continue to illuminate a path from scarcity to
superabundance, showing the world that the greatest renewable resource is human
creativity itself.

Choose wisely, Iceland. Your history is watching.

Find more of Gale’s work at his Substack, Gale Winds.
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Why Free Economies Are Honest Economies
Market freedom rewards honesty. Regulation breeds corruption.
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by Walker Wright

In my previous essays, | argued that a trade society is both a prosperous and trust-
based society. Trust and trustworthiness in society revolve around norms of honesty.
Dishonesty breeds distrust and frays the threads of our social fabric. Some may worry
that dishonesty is the lifeblood of a commercial society: a system that runs on lies,
with an every-man-for-himself attitude and shady opportunists around every corner.
In fact, greater honesty is best achieved through reputational pressures and the
mutual accountability that is fostered by frequent exchange; frequent exchange is
enabled by the removal of corrupting restrictions.

In his Lectures on Jurisprudence, the Scottish economist Adam Smith described the
commercial society in the following terms:

Whenever commerce is introduced into any country, probity and punctuality always
accompany it. .. Of all the nations in Europe ... the most commercial, are the most
faithfull to their word ... A dealer is afraid of losing his character, and is scrupulous
in observing every engagement ... When people seldom deal with one another, we
find that they are somewhat disposed to cheat ... When the greater part of people
are merchants they always bring probity and punctuality into fashion, and these
therefore are the principal virtues of a commercial nation.

In Smith's view, fear of reputational damage and unemployment prevents fraud and
dishonesty. He believed that success within a commercial society stems from
"prudent, just, firm, and temperate conduct” and “"almost always depends upon the
favour and good opinion of ... neighbours and equals; and without a tolerably regular
conduct these can very seldom be obtained. The good old proverb, therefore, that
honesty is the best policy, holds, in such situations, almost always perfectly true.” For
Smith, the market in many ways makes us accountable to each other: repeated
dealings and fear of reputational damage incentivize honest behavior. And plenty of
empirical evidence supports his outlook.

Laboratory experiments demonstrate that trade teaches participants whom to trust
and whom not to. Dishonest behavior is punished in the marketplace, providing an
incentive for participants to be honest in their dealings. For example, one study found
that adding market competition to the experiment reduced sellers' over-diagnosis of
high-quality treatment (when lower-quality would suffice) and increased buyer trust.
Another experiment found that introducing market competition into one-off exchanges
boosted trust and efficiency to match that of trading networks built on repeated
interactions. Adding market competition and private reputation information in one
experiment tripled trust and trustworthiness while increasing efficiency tenfold. By
practicing honesty to protect their reputations, trade participants eventually
internalize honesty as a habit.
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Conversely, trade restrictions lead to greater dishonesty. For example, Transparency
International’s Corruption Perceptions Index (CPl) measures the perceived levels of
public sector corruption across numerous countries using multiple surveys of
business people and country experts (Figure 1). Various studies that rely on the
CPICPI have shown that a greater amount of international trade and foreign direct
investment and low levels of state control of the economy curtail corruption. High
levels of regulation—including regulation on trade—tend to be a strong predictor of
corruption. Even seemingly small adjustments to trade procedures can make a
difference. For example, the World Bank's 2020 Doing Business report found that
"economies that have adopted electronic means of compliance with regulatory
requirements . . . experience a lower incidence of bribery.” That includes digital trade
reforms such as electronic single-window systems, e-payments, paperless clearance,
online certificate issuance, and more.

Figure 1. Corruption Perceptions Index scale
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More recently, a 2023 study looked at firm-level data across 138 countries and
confirmed that the imposition of more red tape in public services—such as import
licenses—is associated with a greater tendency to pay bribes, particularly in
nondemocratic countries. Similarly, a recent study found that India's trade
liberalization since the early 1990s, especially tariff reductions, significantly reduced
the economic advantages of politically connected firms by decreasing their reliance
on political favoritism. It appears that the friendlier a nation's economy is to trade, the
less corrupt it tends to be. Economic restrictions and regulations allow corruption to
grow, instead of the economy. By reducing barriers, more trade is unleashed, which in
turn promotes the “probity and punctuality” that Smith described.

When the level of economic freedom within countries is compared to their level of
corruption, economically-free countries come out looking relatively clean. And the
scores of the freest countries are more than twice as high as those of the least free
countries (Figure 2). That's because various aspects of economic freedom—including
trade openness—are associated with less corruption. Freer trade makes reputation
king, mitigating corrupt incentives and embedding honest norms throughout society.

Figure 2. Economic freedom and corruption
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Source: Robert Lawson, Ryan Murphy, and Matthew D. Mitchell, “Economic
Freedom of the World in 2022," in Economic Freedom of the World: 2024 Annual
Report, eds. James Gwartney, Robert Lawson, and Ryan Murphy (Fraser
Institute, 2024), p. 33. Higher CPI scores denote less corruption.

As a case in point, East Germany suffered under severe trade restrictions prior to the
fall of the Berlin Wall. After testing randomly selected German citizens on their
willingness to cheat at a die-rolling game, researchers found that those who had East
German (communist) roots were significantly more likely to cheat compared to those
with West German (capitalist) roots. It was also shown that the longer the person had
exposure to communism and its trade barriers (i.e., those who were at least 20 years
old when the Berlin Wall fell in 1989 compared to those who were only 10 years old),
the greater their likelihood to cheat.

These findings are supported by the work of the Mercatus Center's Virgil Storr and
Ginny Choi, who discovered a significant difference in attitudes between members of
nonmarket and market societies: More than double the number of nonmarket
residents versus market residents believe that avoiding fares on public transport,
cheating on taxes, and bribery are justifiable. Those from nonmarket societies are also
more accepting of theft compared to those from market societies (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Market versus nonmarket societies on dishonest behavior
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Source: Virgil Henry Storr and Ginny Choi, Do Markets Corrupt Our Morals?
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), p. 172.

Follow-up studies by other researchers have drawn similar conclusions about market
societies and honest behavior. For example, a 2023 study surveyed residents in both
market and nonmarket societies on their attitudes toward claiming government
benefits to which they are not entitled, avoiding fares on public transport, and
cheating on taxes. After controlling for a number of variables, they found that those
with greater exposure to markets were less likely to justify these dishonest actions.
What's more, individuals who preferred markets (“market thinking") were also less
likely to justify dishonesty. The researchers concluded that there is “a universal
association between markets and morality” and “a robust association between an
increase in market exposure and an increase in civic morality.”

Even within communist countries, research shows that the more trade-oriented areas
tend to be the least corrupt. A study in China Economic Review employed the National
Economic Research Institute (NERI) Index of Marketization, which measures five major
fields of Chinese marketization with 23 indicators. Examining different provinces in
China, the authors' analysis found that deregulation and trade reduce corruption: a 1
percent increase in the marketization index leads to a 2.72 percent reduction in
corruption. Regions that increased trade openness by 1 percent experienced a 0.35
percent reduction in corruption.

Overall, the evidence overwhelmingly suggests that open economies stifle the spread
of corruption and reinforce honest habits through reputation-building exchange. The
removal of trade barriers allows for more commerce to take place and, consequently,
more reputations to be a stake—a powerful incentive to keep honorable reputations
intact. The most enduring way to achieve this is through genuinely honest conduct. A
commercial society is, at its core, a society of integrity: it limits the opportunities for
corruption and encourages honest behavior in the process. The norms of commerce—
Smith's “probity and punctuality”—settle in like a kind of glue, helping to bind society
together.

Author: Walker Wright, the manager for Academic Programs at a public policy think
tank in Washington, DC, and an adjunct faculty member at Brigham Young University-
Idaho. His forthcoming book, In Trade We Trust: How Commerce Makes Us More
Social, will be published by Bloomsbury.
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PROGRESS ROUNDUPS

Doomslayer: Progress Roundup

Global economic resilience, a hurricane dearth, emergency response drones, and more.

MALCOLM COCHRAN
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e Despite trade tensions driven by the United States, forecasters now expect the

global economy to grow 2.7 percent in 2025, beating some pessimistic

forecasts from earlier this year. The sunnier predictions are based partly on falling

energy prices and a robust 4.8 percent increase in global goods trade.

A. Trade policy uncertainty
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e A recently published survey from the IUCN counted 135,690 African forest

elephants between 2016 and 2024, 16 percent more than the previous

attempt (2006-2015). The increase is partly due to better detection—this time

around, the researchers used DNA signatures in dung to track individual

elephants—so it's not clear whether it reflects a real recovery.

e Since 1949, China's forest cover has grown from 10 percent of its land area

to 25 percent, partly thanks to government efforts to halt desertification. The

reforestation has been so extensive that it has altered the country’s water cycle.

e The Fen Orchid is no longer “under threat” in Britain after conservationists

successfully restored the rare plant to multiple sites across the island.

e Wolves, bears, and boars are growing in number in Greece. A wildlife specialist

referenced in the article credits milder winters and the falling popularity of

hunting.

Energy and natural resources

e Zanskar Geothermal and Minerals, a geothermal energy company, has

discovered a commercially viable geothermal reservoir in Nevada using an Al

model that predicts the location of geothermal activity. The site had been entirely

overlooked: it showed no surface signs of heat and had no history of exploration.

Natural disasters

e Zero hurricanes made landfall in the continental United States this year—the

first time this has happened since 2015. And while hurricanes in the North Atlantic

were 9 percent more intense this year compared to the 1991-2020 average,

throughout the entire Northern Hemisphere, hurricane intensity was 19 percent

lower than usual.
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Health & Demographics

Since 2022, Gavi, an international partnership that funds and supports
vaccination programs, has helped increase the number of girls in low-income
countries protected by the HPV vaccine nearly sevenfold—from 13 million to
86 million—saving around a million lives.

Eswatini and Zambia have received their first doses of lenacapavir, which
prevents HIV infection with just two yearly injections. The United States
Department of State, Gilead Sciences, and the Global Fund have committed to
providing at least 2 million doses to various HIV-afflicted countries by 2028.

In Clemmons, North Carolina, Duke University researchers are sending
defibrillators by drone to real 911 calls, the first program of its kind in the US.
The drones’ median response time is 2 to 3 minutes faster than an ambulance,
giving bystanders a chance to start lifesaving treatment sooner.

Belite Bio may have developed the first treatment for Stargardt disease, a
genetic disorder that causes vision loss in children. Its experimental pill slowed
retinal damage by about 36 percent in a recent trial, offering the first real hope of
delaying the condition, which currently has no cure.

Okava Pharmaceuticals is developing a GLP-1 weight loss drug for obese cats.

Science & Technology

NASA has recovered samples from the asteroid Bennu that contain ribose and
glucose, simple sugars necessary for building basic biological molecules like
RNA. The discovery adds to earlier findings from Bennu containing amino acids
and other life-linked chemicals, strengthening the idea that asteroids may have
delivered some of the ingredients of life to Earth.

Agricultural drones are spreading worldwide, especially across East and
Southeast Asia. They're mainly used to spray agrochemicals—a job that, in many
poorer countries, is still carried out by hand.

Drone adoption for farming varies widely around the world

There is a wide range in the number of agricultural drones reported to be operating in different countries, as well as how
that number of drones compares to the amount of land cultivated in that country.

Agricultural drones per 25,000 acres (1,000 km?2) of crop
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Violence & Coercion

e According to the Associated Press, there have been just 17 mass Killings in the

United States so far this year, the lowest number in their record since 2006.

Read more news stories on our website
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