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Preface: Deckard on Skid Row

In 1953 the architectural critic Esther McCoy described the Bradbury Building in downtown Los Angeles for Arts & Architecture magazine as a “fairy tale of mathematics.” According to McCoy, its exterior was “hardly distinguishable from the general drabness of the neighborhood,” but once inside one’s senses were overwhelmed by intricate wrought iron railing, weighted bird-cage elevators rising and falling, and the wash of Southern California light that bathed the foyer as it flowed in from the otherworldly glass ceiling.

This marvel, now a landmark, was built in 1893 by the architect George Wyman, who noted that a key source of his own inspiration for the designs were ideas found in the 1887 utopian novel, Looking Backward: 2000–1887. Written by Edward Bellamy, the book makes a case for democratic planning through a first-person account of a man from 1887 who wakes up in a utopian society in the distant year of 2000. Wyman was inspired by its description of public buildings of the future, “great distributing establishments” located in each city ward where people did their shopping.1 Upon seeing them, the nineteenth-century man in the novel says,

It was the first interior of a twentieth-century public building that I had ever beheld … I was in a vast hall of light, received not alone from windows on all sides, but from the dome, the point of which was a hundred feet above.2

What the character found himself in was a large, and quite beautiful, socialist distribution center where domestically produced or imported goods were made directly available to any resident in need.

Though Wyman’s own atrium was inspired by lofty egalitarian principles, the Bradbury Building was not constructed as a public works project and never functioned as a public space like the one in Looking Backward: 2000–1887. Instead, well past the year 2000, the building’s financing and actual operation followed the vein of another logic, that of finance capital.

The late–Victorian Era landmark was the project of millionaire mining entrepreneur and real estate developer Lewis Bradbury. It was built, as historian Jessica Kim writes, as “a paean” to the city-empires dominated by financiers and industrialists whose extractive supply and investment chains crossed national borders.3 Though originally from Maine, Bradbury settled in the Mexican state of Sinaloa and built a personal fortune there by investing in mining companies. He then turned the precious metals he claimed as his own into a luxurious life on California’s golden coast. As with all successful imperial adventures, Bradbury used his Mexican spoils to invest back into his own projects in Los Angeles, including one of the largest mansions in the city at the time and his namesake, the Bradbury Building. His wealth did not stay where it was exploited but instead flowed back across the Mexican border into Southern California. The natural wealth, dug out by Mexican workers from deep within mountains, was reinvested in private projects in Los Angeles, which could—on their own—turn a profit.4

Over a century later, the Bradbury hosts tourists who tiptoe through the foyer to catch a look at the famous landmark and its glass ceiling. Many come to see the location of the pivotal scenes in the cyberpunk film Blade Runner, where Rick Deckard (played by Harrison Ford) is stalked by the Nexus-6 combat model replicant Roy Batty (played by Rutger Hauer). For fans of the film, Batty’s final monologue drips through the space,

I’ve seen things you people wouldn’t believe … Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion. I watched C-beams glitter in the dark near the Tannhäuser Gate. All those moments will be lost in time, like tears in rain. Time to die.

But behind the Hollywood sparkle that draws in onlookers is a speculative investment overseen for returns.

Its management by a shadowy asset manager unaccountable to any public is typical of the broader political logic of finance itself. The property is owned by a Hong Kong–based private equity fund, Gaw Capital Partners, and is managed by an asset management company, Downtown Properties. Both are largely owned by the same person, financier and real estate investor Goodwin Gaw. The regular income from tenants and the film crews that rent out its space flows back to him and his partners as returns. The building is one of the most desirable addresses in the city. Space there has been rented out by the California Southern Railroad Company and the Los Angeles Police Department’s internal investigations unit. Current tenants include an exclusive membership-only shared workspace, a luxurious Japanese clothing brand that sells pairs of sneakers for over a thousand dollars, a contractor that designs and fabricates facades for skyscrapers, and the Berggruen Institute and its holding company, whose large global portfolio consists of financial investments heavily skewed toward real estate and private equity. It is also where I wrote most of this book.

For two years as a fellow at the Berggruen Institute and the University of Southern California’s Center for Science, Technology and Public Life, I was fortunate enough to call a small nook in this fairy tale of mathematics my office. The imperial history of the building, from the encaustic tiles, shipped from Mexico when it was first built, that line the foyer to its juxtaposition with the surrounding neighborhood, which includes America’s most infamous open-air slum Skid Row, encapsulates the core problem that this book takes on.

Why has finance capitalism left people worse off and further wrecked democracy along the way? Why are our lives and politics increasingly determined by the financial sector, whose players Tom Wolfe described as the “Masters of the Universe” in The Bonfire of the Vanities? And how might an alternative to investment for profit leave people better off, reinvigorate the demos, and rebuild democracy? We live in a world where the vast bulk of investment decisions are concentrated in the hands of a small class of capitalists located all around the world, like Goodwin Gaw, whose capacity to invest is a result of the fact that they already have vast swathes of money. And yet so many outside that group feel themselves bound up in the system of asset speculation because of the retirement and personal accounts they have tied to it. This book considers this politically. It argues that this arrangement has led to a major decomposition of the fabric of democracy over the last half century. Finance capital is a giant moth eating through a coat we all share for warmth. The result is that our institutions remain democratic in theory but oligarchic in practice.

But this book is not all doom and gloom; there is a silver lining. If investment got us into an oligarchic mess, democratized financial institutions can get us out of it. In this sense, the title implies an inversion of the poet Audre Lorde’s famous phrase “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.”5 In the case of finance, the means by which the masters plunder the universe—the pooled funds, retirement accounts, asset management firms and banks that enrich them by dismantling democracy—are the tools necessary to rebuild democracy. But I will argue that they must be transformed and democratized by a demos already differentiated within itself along lines such as race, gender, geography, political affiliation, industry, and occupation. Only then can finance be wielded in a new, deliberative way, by the demos and for the demos. As Lorde writes, “Difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between which our creativity can spark like a dialectic.” This book argues for political organizations that are extended into the economy that are built on the spirit of this collaborative difference.

Regarding collaboration, the book was not written alone but rather through and with myriad community activists and policymakers working to transform finance capitalism as it exists into something deliberative so that it might serve the interests of the demos. It was inspired and shaped by the work of grassroots movements such as the San Francisco Public Bank Coalition and Public Bank Los Angeles, as well as by think tanks reimagining corporate ownership, such as Common Wealth in the UK and the Democracy Collaborative in the US. With researchers at the Berggruen Institute and the Jain Family Institute, I collaborated with Public Bank LA to produce a series of public-facing policy briefs on what a democratic public bank might do for the people of Los Angeles. Our briefs focused on housing, green infrastructure, financial justice, and democratic governing mechanisms. As a result of these reports receiving some media attention in the public banking fight in Los Angeles, I consulted with the staff of Congresswoman Rashida Tlaib (MI-12) on the Public Banking Act of 2023, which she introduced with Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (NY-14) to the US Congress in December. My own contribution to the democratic governance of public banks relies heavily on the ancient democratic use of the lot, an approach that has greatly benefitted from discussions with Claudia Chwalisz at the Paris-based think tank DemocracyNext. It is, to my knowledge, the first time in US history such a lottocratic provision for allocating public finance has been included in a bill.

Many people have given me feedback on these ideas, in all likelihood many more than I have remembered. (A good piece of advice to authors: keep a record.) I owe thanks to Aaron Benanav, Robin Blackburn, Ben Braun, Charmaine Chua, Anya Degenshein, Mathieu Hikaru Desan, Devika Dutt, Yakov Feygin, Isabelle Ferreras, Nils Gilman, Kevan Harris, Pete Ikeler, Nic Johnson, Rafael Katchaturian, Martijn Konings, Leila Lorenzo, Steve Maher, Chris Muller, Saule Omarova, Mark Paul, Dylan Riley, Charlotte Robertson, Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, Camila Vergara, and Gabriel Winant. Gilad Wenig and my partner, Ellen Wagner, helped me with the graphs, tables, and illustrations. A special thanks to Asher Dupuy-Spencer, my editor at Verso Books, who read and gave feedback on multiple versions. The book also benefitted from discussions at the Democratizing Finance Workshop at the University of Madison-Wisconsin, the Future of Capitalism Group at the Berggruen Institute, the Democratic Socialism in Global Perspective Workshop at the Havens Wright Center for Social Justice, the Structural Power of Finance Workshop at the London School of Economics, and the Economic and Political Sociology group. Both intellectually and politically, it is a result of collaboration though the faults are mine alone, and I hope that it is read as a political project in progress—one the reader will join in building themselves.

Some of the chapters in this book develop arguments I have made elsewhere. Parts of Chapter 2 are drawn from “Beyond Abstractionism: Notes on Conjunctural State Theory,” in Marxism and the Capitalist State: Toward a New Debate (2023), edited by Rob Hunter, Rafael Khachaturian, and Eva Nanopoulos. Parts of Chapter 3 are drawn from “The Monetary Hawks” (2016), published in Jacobin Magazine. Parts of Chapter 4 are drawn from “Our First 100 Days Could Be a Nightmare” (2020), also published in Jacobin Magazine. Parts of Chapter 7 are drawn from “The Politics of Democratizing Finance: A Radical View” (2019) published in Politics and Society. And finally, parts of Chapter 8 were published in collaboration with the Jain Family Institute and the Berggruen Institute in a report for Public Bank LA titled “Municipal Bank of LA: Democratic Governance Frameworks” (2023).





PART I

STRUCTURE

A Theory of Democratic Rupture





1

Mother of Antagonism

A book which does not include its opposite, or “counter-book,” is considered incomplete.

Jorge Louis Borges, “Tlön, Ukbar, Orbis Tertius”

A Utopic Vignette

This book contains two even smaller ones. One about our current conjuncture of finance capitalism and another about that conjuncture radically ruptured. A book and a counter-book, to use the idea of Borges. Let’s begin with the second, the counterfactual.

Imagine that capitalism were to suffer a democratic rupture and you found yourself living through its effects. It’s a sunny Friday morning in 2045, and you’re running late for a meeting to deliberate over and agree on the priorities of the city. You’re riding Los Angeles’ electric speed rail instead of driving on congested freeways like you would have a few decades ago because a new democratic process for allocating funds has completely reshaped city life. You step off the train in the Public Finance District, where the streets were converted into pedestrian zones after huge investments in transportation eliminated the need for cars downtown. The smog has nearly vanished, and emissions are significantly down. The cleanliness of the sidewalks would have come as a shock even ten years ago. Gone are the days when residents of the city’s mega slum, Skid Row, lived in clusters of tents with nowhere else to go or slept alone flat on the gum-and-stain-encrusted concrete. Instead, the city has allocated finance for public housing and health projects that have gone a long way toward solving the problems of the worst off.

Today, you will participate in the process that helped these changes come about. You pull out your phone to check the message you received months ago: “Minipublic Duty Notification: You have been selected at random to participate in the general assembly for the People’s Bank of Los Angeles in its Green Planetary Futures Division. Your role will be on the standing commission of workers, to ensure the needs of the workers of Los Angeles are met. The assembly will make decisions about financing that will determine which green public goods our city will invest in in the next four years. Your voice, deliberation, and judgement are essential.”

In the past three decades, financial institutions have undergone a profound change. Where they were once institutions designed with private-wealth gain and preservation as their core ambition, today they are mainly governed with the public interest in mind. Private financiers and their institutions were once the masters of the universe, the kings and queens in bespoke garb whose boardroom courts were the arena in which governments around the world would come pleading for special favors. Today, however, those with expertise in financial matters play a neutral consultant role to people’s assemblies—what are called minipublics—a repurposed way of governing through small bodies of residents selected by lot. Guided by the principal of subsidiarity, minipublics now decide how public credit and investment is allocated in the city.

Just a few decades ago, the ownership society divided people with common causes into atomized investor-selves who ambitiously outcompeted each other on social media accounts and in labor markets. But today the standing commissions and people’s assemblies governing finance have helped to reconstitute the body politic to empower the working-class majority and to ensure that public finance is allocated in ways that reflect our shared social values and protect planetary durability. The organized voice of workers, for instance, now has permanent power, not only on the boards of trustees of public pension funds but on a wide range of investment funds and public banks that redirect flows of credit and investment into the greening economy. The green commission similarly ensures that decisions in public finance are consistent with the broader strategic goals for zero carbon emissions and the promotion of environmental flourishing. There are other standing commissions as well. Finance has become an inversion of its former self, both serving shared social goals and planetary ecological needs. The master’s tools have been repurposed.

And you are paid to deliberate. Fridays have been converted to days set aside specifically for the work of democracy—holidays from production and for the governance of investment. And through support from federal legislation, which provides a governing and financing framework for democratic finance, minipublics governing flows of credit have flourished at a wide range of scales: communities and tribal lands, municipalities, regions, states, countries, and beyond. There are even planetary investment boards. With the work of economic democracy guaranteed, financial flows follow a new democratic logic informed by an ancient technology: the lot.

Financial Dilemmas

This is science fiction. But as in the best of utopian fantasy, we can see traces of it inverted in our own time. The allocation of finance is not decided upon democratically, and it is allocated principally for the profits of the few not for the social good. Even over their own pools of finance, such as pension funds, workers largely have no voice at all about where their assets are invested. And when they do, as in the case of 401(k) retirement plans, workers are encouraged to approach their accounts like atomized profit maximizers, if they manage their accounts at all (which they rarely do). All that matters in today’s global financial system is returns, increasingly at the cost of everything else. This is the time of finance capitalism, where financial instruments are used in the service of extraction and exploitation of both nature and labor. But the place of finance is not an iron cage in which our histories are imprisoned. The contradiction of finance is that it offers paths not only toward deeper disorder but also toward emancipatory social projects.

In a letter to his friend Ludwig Kugelmann, dated July 1, 1868, Karl Marx wrote, “I represent large-scale industry not only as the mother of antagonism, but also as the creator of the material and spiritual conditions necessary for the solution to this antagonism.” In the richest capitalist democracies and around the planet, it is not large-scale industry that plays the role of chief antagonist, it is the financial sector. And similarly, it is finance itself that can create the conditions that not only redress its damages but also realize more flourishing forms of social, and therefore also natural, life.

Though the financial sector continues to occupy a dominant position in business, there are cracks in its ruling edifice. Shifts in popular opinion, for instance, have done away with any hint of finance’s moral legitimacy. We are witnessing the throes of what German critical theorists once termed a legitimation crisis, this time with finance at the center. The banks, hedge funds, asset managers and insurance companies that dominate Wall Street in the US and the City in the UK are widely viewed as sources of human suffering by populist insurgencies on both the left and the right. And for good reason. With its growth, the financial sector has generated a litany of social ills: tremendous upward redistribution, stagnant wages, and increased worker precarity. It has made political economies more prone to economic volatility and hastened the ecological crisis. When we look at capitalism’s failings today, finance seems to always be right there, holding the smoking gun—or financing its sale and the pulling of its trigger.

But despite its loss of legitimacy, since the 2008 financial crash, the power of large financial institutions has remained undeterred precisely because these same institutions have also eroded democracy. Simply put, the formal democratic institutions that are the principal conduits of public policymaking are less responsive to the needs of ordinary people and planetary ecological sustainability because the voice of the public is increasingly made silent by financial power. Finance has come to occupy the driver’s seat in the economies of advanced capitalist democracies like the US and UK, and their financial logic radiates outward to the peripheries. They put finance at the very heart of global capitalism. The corresponding importance of credit allocation and the growth of the value of financial assets in generating income and economic activity has bent the will of politicians in its direction, with the demos rarely noticing. And this structural power is only one source of leverage. Hedging their bets, so to speak, financiers flood capitalist democracies with money and influence to corrupt and undermine the democratic process and keep popular opinions and proposals off the political agenda. Since the 2008 financial downturn, the private power of finance has become entangled with the public power of the state.

On the other hand, the civic orientation to finance has undergone a profound shift since the eruption of Occupy Wall Street. Among the Young Turks taking on finance are the coalition behind the People’s Bank in Los Angeles and Common Wealth in London and the architects of Jeremy Corbyn’s inclusive ownership fund plan—financial activists now fighting for emancipatory alternatives. Since the 2008 financial crash, both activists and policymakers have moved from defensive criticism to the offense and now propose a bundle of alternative institutions of finance to replace and crowd out existing ones. The occupiers of Zuccotti Park gave voice to a simmering dissatisfaction that long predated the housing collapse and clarified, in populist terms, what its target was: the skyrocketed wealth and disproportionate political power of “the 1 percent.” Yet the alternatives to finance capitalism that it gestured toward, such as reducing income inequality and returning to New Deal–era regulations, failed to reimagine finance itself. They were, like many liberal proposals, a nostalgic politics premised upon a return to a mythological golden age of capitalism. They left the political problem of reconstructing finance for the social good unaddressed.

The great public policy debates have taken place quite some distance outside the renowned public policy schools housed in the world’s elite universities. Instead, a hodgepodge of scholars, independent think tanks, politicians, cryptographers, socialist magazine writers, leftist podcasters, and grassroot activists have delved into the thorny utopian project of reimagining what the institutions of finance might look like were they to serve the social good and promote democratic and ecological principles rather than undermine them in the service of wealth extraction. When it comes to plans, a thousand flowers are beginning bloom. The crisis of legitimacy of finance’s neoliberal era has ushered in a new intellectual moment ripe for innovative thinking and reimagining, even if finance’s rule remains largely intact. A wide range of alternative institutions and experiments have been put to paper and the digital airwaves, ranging from quite marginal changes that tinker with investment norms to ones that are deeply transformative, aiming to control investment flows itself. The plans include environmental, social, and governance investing (ESG); widening access to financial markets through brokerage apps; blockchain-based decentralized finance (DeFi); breaking up banking monopolies; sovereign wealth funds; inclusive ownership funds; public banking; public asset managers; democratizing central banks; industrial planning and a national investment authority; and bank nationalization (or, more euphemistically: state recapitalization).

This marks a profound cultural shift across the advanced capitalist world, the likes of which have not been seen in at least two generations. The horizon of radical possibilities prior to the 2008 meltdown was short-term; principally defensive and oriented against elite grabs, both domestic and abroad, it clung to besieged working-class institutions that to this day remain hobbled. Especially in America, it mirrored the conservative worldview in its inability to articulate a coherent vision for something beyond the reigning norms and institutions of capitalist democracy. And the so-called Washington Consensus, which was locked in place after the Volker Shocks that marked the governing shift from Keynes to Friedman, made alternatives nearly unimaginable. The best many social critics could muster, which is as far as many still go, was a return to something akin to the postwar labor-capital accord, which is itself more a fantasy than a historical reality. But the onset of a legitimacy crisis for market capitalism has contributed to a wild flowering of new ideas and proposals that cut a middle-ground. We have witnessed the emergence of popular political demands that are more deeply transformative in their scope and that are even plausible as medium-term goals for a well-organized political movement.

Yet those that tinker with radical policies for the future often pay little attention to the politics of the proposals that they advance. Alternative experiments and models, including efforts to democratize finance through phone apps such as Robinhood and through blockchain projects such as Ethereum, are typically celebrated for their capacity to correct market failures, generate income and wealth for Wall Street outsiders, counter procyclical trends, and redirect dead speculative liquidity and hoarded wealth into socially useful production. But policies and institutions are not installed simply because they are efficient or egalitarian. Their desirability, in economic terms, is a question entirely separate from their feasibility in political terms.

In other words, in contributing to a project that imagines alternative futures, many of today’s utopians, including the cryptopian variant, ignore the problems of power and democracy. This book aims to redress that. Its main goal is to understand how democratizing finance might transform the one-sided power relations that define the corporate sector’s place in contemporary democracy. It makes a simple claim: either people democratically control finance or finance controls government. The more difficult task this book confronts is showing why and suggesting how.

To take up this problem, this book develops an approach to emancipatory transformations called democratic ruptures. At heart in these ruptures is the urgent need to democratize the most significant realms of life that lie outside the bounds of liberal democracy, such as our major economic institutions. The public versus private separation that courses through our political rhetoric and legal code is an illusion that needs to be shattered. Democratic ruptures do this by subjecting capitalist production, distribution, and investment to robust processes of popular participation and deliberation, making formal democracy itself more dynamic in the process. They are ruptural in so far as they wrest this decision-making power over investment away from capitalists and political elites and transfer the power to ordinary working people, the demos.1

In the 1967 book Strategy for Labor, the polyonymous philosopher André Gorz wrote about his key concept, “non-reformist reforms,” which, he argued, lead to a “modification of the relations of power.” Gorz pleaded that “to fight for alternative solutions and for structural reforms (that is to say, for intermediate objectives) is not to fight for improvements in the capitalist system; it is rather to break it up, to restrict it, to create counter- powers which, instead of creating a new equilibrium, undermine its very foundations.”2 This book will concretize Gorz. It examines the forms of power that capitalists wield and considers the modes of reform available to the demos to take their business sectors on. Capitalist power itself varies across time in both form and degree. And the sector of capital whose interests dominate politics rises and falls alongside the combined and uneven rhythms of capitalist development. To address this political complexity, this book asks two key questions. First, how might we develop a general framework for understanding how to democratize the economic spheres beyond the confines of formal political institutions? Second, how might we then apply that framework to our current period of crises to democratize finance?

To provide compelling answers, this book takes on three nested tasks. The first is to understand the capitalist politics in the geographic centers of finance capitalism at this conjuncture. Here, I explore the relationship between financial institutions and democracy, arguing that to understand capital’s political power we must analyze it at a conjunctural level of abstraction. We must understand the powers of business that are given in the unique institutional arrangements of a society at a particular time in history. It is not enough to point to invariable abstract laws true of capitalism across all of its conjunctural configurations. Such claims, I argue, reproduce a static view of politics that understands them as driven by necessities merely functional to the reproduction of capitalism itself. These “laws,” however, are qualified in profoundly important ways by institutional variation, the concrete expression of history, and human action. I will demonstrate that the mobility and liquidity of income-producing assets under management by various kinds of asset managers forms the basis of their political power. It anchors their three main forms of political leverage: engagement in the policy- making process, their growing prominence in the economy as a whole, and their logistical entanglement with state institutions and nonfinancial corporations. I refer to this as the asset power of finance. It is the principal source of hegemony for the financial sector in the advanced capitalist world. In theory we live in a liberal democracy, but in practice it functions more like an oligarchy of finance.

The second task will be to analyze broad modes of financial reform that, in some combination, we might deem important for subverting the power of finance and subjecting it to democratic processes. I do not consider reform alternatives principally from the perspective of their economic desirability or the degree to which they can solve market failures and redistribute income. Though the desirability of alternatives is a fundamental concern—we shouldn’t support alternatives that leave us materially poorer—this is the primary preoccupation of today’s policy planners and wonks of the future and not a debate that I have much to add to. Instead, this book addresses an equally as important but far less discussed concern: power. It asks, to what possible extent would the reform projects on offer weaken and upend the political power of finance and its adjacent corporate actors?

As I argue in this book, there are also distinct levers of capitalist political power to which finance in particular enjoys access to a far greater extent than any other sector in the countries that host the hubs of global money circulation. The political capacities these levers generate offer distinct ways for the masters of finance to remake formal political institutions in their image; they are part and parcel of the financial sector’s planetary dominance and help explain its durable place in capital’s coalition. But I will leave it to later to give actual definitions of each of the levers of power at the disposal of finance and the reform paths available.

This book explores ways to transform the capitalist institutions of our society not as they are in theory but as they currently exist—the stuff of a democratic rupture. It should be taken as a given that capitalist society is always knotted with contradictions. Therefore the possibility is always left open to what fantasy author China Miéville has called “distinct roads to rupture, of various and unforeseen shapes.”3 My account does not discount other possible roads and known unknowns but rather explores, in book-length detail, one plausible rupture with respect to the circuits of finance. For the sake of depth and focus, I necessarily take a partial view.

A large part of our failure of imagination is due to the left’s rigid conceptualization of socialism, which some take as the all or nothing reward of mass insurgent struggle culminating in something that resembles the smashing of capital’s citadel, the capitalist state. This is a demobilizing and nearly fatalistic view. On the one hand, it makes the goal for those aiming for something more humane than contemporary capitalism so far out of reach that it appears impossible, which in fact it is in any short- or medium-term sense. On the other, it makes the more feasible transformations that we might work toward appear trivial and hopelessly timid, which leads to inaction and ultimately reproduces the capitalist relations that hardliners seek to upturn. Not only are these strategic views demobilizing, they are also inaccurate.

Transformations in the character of policies, state institutions, and the organization of work and production either empower or disempower the working class within a capitalist context, within the limits of that context. I will show that the financial reform agendas that dominate the imaginative landscape of alternatives are undergirded by distinct class logics: normative projects aim to reproduce finance capitalism; regulatory projects aim to restore a finance capitalism of the postwar period; supplemental projects aim to redistribute financial assets to create a fairer finance capitalism; and control proposals are part of a hegemonic alternative to finance capitalism itself. I will argue that only hegemonic projects can contribute to democratic human and ecological flourishing in the longer term.

Finally, this book adjudicates between the possibility of different kinds of democratic participation in alternative financial institutions as a means of building up the power of ordinary people in general, the demos, and the working class in particular. If our aim is to reconsider the actual role financial institutions might play in a society oriented toward producing social goods rather than private ones, we need a political apparatus to do so. We know that finance capitalism underinvests in socially and ecologically needed goods and services. But we have yet to think through the conditions under which financial institutions might. I argue that we need to devise new modes of democratic engagement that might put that institution into action and to renew it in both good and bad times. We need, in other words, a theory of the social reproduction of emancipatory institutions. The critical factor is democracy.

I explore three distinct modes of democratizing finance: representative, direct, and minipublics, which use the participant selection mechanism of random selection, known as sortition or lot. I argue that when it comes to popular control over the allocation of financial investments and credit, minipublics are much more desirable than either representative or direct forms of democracy. Finally, I build on the promise of lottocratic governance to lay out the concrete design of a democratized pool of finance, in this case a democratic bank, built on a combination of class- and issue-based commissions and randomly selected people’s assemblies.

The argument moves from the general, how we make sense of capitalist politics at the conjunctural level, to the contemporary, the ways in which finance exerts its power in particular, to concrete alternatives, how we might reconstruct finance to transform financial and social power relations, empower workers and the dispossessed, ensure a green transition, and move toward a more socially inclusive model of growth. Social and political theorists often fail to combine their theoretical critiques with realizable transformative visions that are also technically detailed and feasible. But while criticism has long been a beacon of critical social theory, alone it fails to give clear insight into even the most proximate steps on an emancipatory path. We don’t just want critical theory; we also want constructive theory. This is the ambition of this book. It aims to walk the fine line between criticism and construction.

This book is built on five distinct theses that together make up my argument about democratic ruptures broadly and democratizing finance specifically. I present them here in simplified terms to indicate to the reader the broader shifts in the argument that will follow.

The Argument in Five Theses

Thesis 1. Capitalist politics are not static, ahistorical constraints on human flourishing but are constituted historically and change over time and across place. It is only with an examination of the present conjunctural character of capitalist politics that we can meaningfully envision the concrete alternatives that are most desirable not only in terms of their capacity to resolve our economic, social, and ecological crises but also with respect to their distributional effects on decision-making power.

Thesis 2. The global financial sector, centered in Wall Street and the City, has emerged as the dominant fraction of planetary capital. Because of the dilemmas that it imposes on democracies and its hegemonic position, finance capital is the principal obstacle to emancipatory transformations and a viable green transition. But, somewhat counter intuitively, the profound investment capacity that it has generated and the pools of investment capital it manages are also the key to achieving these transformations.

Thesis 3. The financial sector uses three forms of leverage to disrupt and shape formal politics in order to stymie efforts to reform it and to achieve a green transition: engagement (in formal policymaking), prominence (in the economy more broadly), and entanglements (with both state institutions and nonfinancial corporations). Underlying each lever is the fact that the character of the income-producing assets in finance capitalism are both increasingly mobile and liquid, that is, easily convertible to cash, and are often controlled by those who don’t own them, asset managers. As a result, finance capitalism has eroded democratic institutions and made them substantively oligarchic, turning them into their own tools. Undermining these sources of power is key to building durable democratic institutions on solidaristic lines.

Thesis 4. Today financial activists and policy planners have four broad modes of policy reform available to them, and they advance projects and proposals in each. These are: normative, regulatory, supplemental and control. While each is rhetorically presented as a viable path to solve the crises of finance and facilitate a green transition by their main advocates, in fact they are undergirded by distinct class logics—some of which will only deepen financial crises. Control reforms, which aim to subject flows of investment and credit to popular say, are hegemonic, as they most radically upend finance’s three sources of leverage and offer an alternative democratic path to the private allocation of investment by subjecting the asset power of finance to the will of the demos.

Thesis 5. Weakening finance alone is insufficient for building durable emancipatory institutions. To be dynamically durable, these institutions must also be democratic. Democratic ruptures reverse the atomization and internal fracturing of working-class political life and draw ordinary people into meaningful dialogic participation and deliberation about economic decisions. Therefore, popular capacity to democratically direct flows of credit and investment is a critical additional step. There are three modes of democratization plausible for finance: representative government—that is, the governing status quo—direct democracy and democratic minipublics. Minipublics, small deliberative governing bodies populated by random selection from the demos, are the most feasible and desirable way to draw working people into meaningful political deliberation and decision-making. I argue that democratic financial institutions that are governed by a combination of people’s assemblies filled through lot and class- and issue-based standing commissions can produce the most democratically desirable and durable outcomes.

The argument that I lay out in this book is a stark alternative to the centralization versus decentralization debates that pervade the discussion of finance and our ownership society more broadly. Because contemporary culture is so highly individualized, a fetish is regularly made of both, especially with respect to the en vogue idea of DeFi (decentralized finance) in the world of blockchain, crypto, and Web3. I will argue that while this is a world of experimentation, on balance it is one built on deceptive mythologies about what it actually offers and what is possible. Hardly a break, it is, in many respects, the ideology of finance capitalism itself. Alternatively, with the use of minipublics, I argue that the financial allocation should be centralized, and control of that allocation should be decentralized following a principle of subsidiarity. But new democratized financial institutions, at every scale, should be built on dialogic processes of deliberation that not only identify socially and ecologically desirable ways to allocate investment and credit but also help to articulate a common working-class political culture and identity while at the same time giving a platform to the particular needs, grievances, and concerns of subsections of the demos. In doing so, I offer up a new framework for thinking about democratizing finance and democratic transformations more broadly. I develop each thesis at the conjunctural level of abstraction.

Thinking Conjuncturally

When we make sense of the world, we break down our experiences into different components and generalize from them. We think at different levels of abstraction. At first the concept of levels of abstraction may strike the reader as an obscure idea better left to the philosophy of science. But this is far from the case; abstraction is a crucial method for the development of new concepts and for critical analysis of any sort. It’s not simply something used in social theory; it is something we use every day.

Levels of abstraction principally concern concepts—their formation and how to relate those concepts to others. Concepts are crucial because they are the basic data containers that we use to fill
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