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Introduction

Speedy

Nils Jansson, known to friends and enemies alike as ‘Speedy’, was a playwright’s version of a property dealer. I first heard his story in autumn 2021, having got interested in a group of investors who were buying up housing, where they might once have acquired office spaces or shopping malls. A Danish entrepreneur who made a killing before the 2008 financial crisis, he wore thick spectacles and sleek suits, and possessed a hustling, persuasive energy. At his former office in Copenhagen there was a swimming pool with a teak deck; on the wall hung a large print of a man receiving a blowjob, by an artist who was famous for once serving pasta and meatballs made of his own liposuctioned fat.

In the years before the crash, Jansson had bought apartments from a small group of property investors. He would buy a building at a knock-down price, renovate it, and sell it on for much more than he had paid, sometimes back to the same group he bought it from in the first place. So long as the banks kept lending him money and the value of property kept rising, it was an easy way to turn a profit. Jansson was different from almost every other property investor in Copenhagen. He wasn’t trained in finance or real estate. He came from Holbæk, a harbour town on the Danish coast, studied farming at agricultural college in the early 2000s, then worked in catering and, later, as a manager at a construction firm. He lacked the credentials or experience of his Danish real-estate peers, most of whom were lawyers and accountants with multiple degrees, who lived for spreadsheets and took five minutes to pour a single cup of coffee.

What Jansson had, which they did not, was a love for doing real-estate deals that bordered on an obsession, a wide network of extremely reliable builders from his time spent in the construction industry, and prodigious talents as a salesman. ‘In the olden days,’ said one property investor who used to work with him, ‘we used to say he could charm a cow out of a flower field.’ Eik Bank, a Danish branch of a Faroese savings bank that had been inspired by the Icelandics to take bigger risks, put up the money for Jansson to buy dilapidated properties in Copenhagen – ‘some old crap’, as he put it. In return, Jansson would pay Eik Bank a bonus, known as an ‘upside’, once he renovated them and sold them on. This was extremely risky: for these loans to make sense, Jansson had to be sure that the value of properties would continue to rise, while the bonuses were an incentive for the bankers to overlook the diciness of this proposition. For Eik Bank, they proved extremely lucrative, and in the two years prior to the financial crisis, the bonuses alone netted its bankers close to £15 million.

Jannson became a major customer at the Danish subsidiary of Eik Bank. But when the real-estate market slowed down in 2009, the banks stopped lending him money, and Jannson went bankrupt. One year later, Eik Bank Danmark did the same. Jansson seemed cured of his passion for the property market. He moved onto a farm, bought one bull and six heifers, and swore he’d never trade real estate again. A newspaper ran a profile of him titled ‘The Man who Traded Dog Shit’. This was partly a reference to his ability to sell undesirable properties, but it also symbolised his role in an emerging narrative that saw the financial crisis as a profoundly un-Danish event caused by a handful of reckless outsiders. ‘If you want to understand how the financial sector in Denmark brought itself close to the abyss,’ the profile suggested, ‘look at the slightly smaller fish.’

I was riveted by Jansson, partly because he seemed to act with a kind of brutish honesty. He wanted to make a lot of money and saw little point in disguising this ambition with some higher moral purpose. There was something like a parable in the story of a farmer who moves to the big city to become a millionaire and then a bankrupt. His audacity made him all the more compelling.

But it wasn’t just that. Many journalists are driven by the idea that the most interesting stories, the ones that really need to be investigated, take place behind closed doors. They spend months, even years, trying to find people who will let them inside. I was no different. Ever since university, I’d been reading about the same group of investment funds that had been surreptitiously acquiring hundreds of thousands of homes. They had emerged as the victors of the 2008 financial crisis, and now possessed an astonishing power to shape where and how people lived. But few people knew what they did. That suited them. They were, for the most part, a black box.

It was one thing to know about their existence. It was another to see for myself how the machinery worked. By the time I heard about Jansson, he had found his way into the figurative engine room. He was working with Blackstone, a US investment firm founded in 1985 by two bankers who had defected from Lehman Brothers. Blackstone was a paradigmatic big fish, a Wall Street institution that made its name investing on behalf of blue-chip clients, including pension funds and high-net-worth individuals. It managed assets worth more than $1.1 trillion, more than twice the annual GDP of Denmark. Its founder, Stephen Schwarzman, was a prominent philanthropist who gave the University of Oxford the largest single donation it had received since the Renaissance, endowing a vast sandstone building framed by neoclassical arches: the Stephen A. Schwarzman Centre for the Humanities. On an extension to the New York Public Library that he paid for, his name was inscribed no fewer than six times.

Despite this ostentation, Blackstone itself was discreet. Information about the workings of its funds was incredibly hard to come by. Each of those funds might own ten or fifteen different companies – all perfectly legal, yet practically speaking, it was often impossible for the public to work out who owned what, or to access information about those companies’ finances, their operations, or the number of people working for them. Jansson offered a rare insight into how the industry operated, and how its operations could sometimes go wrong. People in Copenhagen might not have known that it was buying up housing in their city, but they knew all about Jansson, since Danish newspaper reports had made him seem like the poster boy for the iniquities of the financial crisis. For an elite group of US financiers to partner with a character like him was like Lloyd’s of London setting up shop with a failed car salesman.

Still, Jansson obviously had something that Blackstone needed. The company was on the hunt for new assets. Copenhagen was a land of opportunity. The city had ballooned in the previous decade, undergoing a transformation similar to New York in the ’90s: a period of crisis and decline when the middle classes left for the suburbs, followed by a booming resurgence. Wealthy people were flocking back. Housing was high in demand. The city centre was full of affordable rental apartments that hadn’t been renovated for years. With a slick of fresh paint and a new kitchen or bathroom, these could be leased to richer residents and made into lucrative assets. Of course, Blackstone would need a man on the ground. Jansson knew the market like the back of his hand, and could flip a building quicker than probably anyone else. And so the bankrupted Danish developer was back in business. He had found himself at the centre of a new gold rush.

Blackstone is a special type of financial firm. It takes money – money put up by insurance companies and high-net-worth individuals, pension and sovereign wealth funds – and uses it to buy … things. What sort of things? All sorts of things: almost every type of property and business that you might encounter, from cradle to grave. You probably know several people who live in part of the Blackstone empire without realising it: in student accommodation, perhaps, or a flatshare in an apartment block, or a retirement community. Not just buildings, either. Blackstone bought the back catalogue of the pop singer Nelly Furtado, a stake in a popular oat milk brand, and an even more popular dating app where a number of my friends met their partners. It had owned the London Dungeon, the London Eye and Legoland theme parks. Then there were the businesses that most people have never heard of. The telephone masts across Latin America and Europe. The largest port operator in the United States. Warehouses in Sweden, Britain and Japan. Stealthily, silently, the company seemed to be buying up the places where people lived, worked, grew old and died.

It wasn’t alone. After the global financial meltdown in 2008, new rules came in to stop a similar catastrophe from ever happening again. ‘Before 2008, banks were the place to be, where you could do funky stuff,’ a former banker who now works for an asset management firm told me. ‘They regulated the shit out of banks.’

But as traditional finance became more risk-averse, power shifted towards a hidden world of private capital. Unlike companies whose shares were listed on stock exchanges, this world remained largely invisible. Its funds invested in real estate, natural resources, infrastructure, venture capital, private equity, private debt, and other things besides. So much money had flooded into this industry that, by some estimates, it was on track to eclipse the gross domestic product of the entire US private sector And in this world, that sort of funky stuff was very much still permitted.

I was interested in one part of this industry in particular. ‘Private equity’ seemed to represent a radical philosophy of ownership, one that society both celebrated and feared. It had been entrusted with tasks that, until recently, most societies reserved for government. In some cases, it had replaced the government altogether, managing nurseries, hospital departments, and clinics for survivors of domestic abuse. It had blended into cities and communities, taking control of institutions that looked, from the outside at least, just the same as before. The private equity industry had developed an oddly intimate interest in the areas of life where one would least expect to find the hand of high finance. If you were a low-income renter, say, you could plausibly spend much of your life shuttling between services owned by various private equity funds without knowing it. The industry’s presence was typically hard to spot, camouflaged by subsidiaries – ‘topcos’, ‘propcos’, ‘opcos’, ‘holdcos’ – each with different names.

The name itself, ‘private equity’, was its own kind of camouflage. Private equity: it sounded both innocuous and prestigious. No suggestion of the vast amounts of debt involved in these deals, nor of the controversial techniques they used to generate profits. As I dug into its background, I learned that this kind of enterprise had emerged from a very specific story. The story had been told by a small group of financiers and business professors who were apparently convinced that they had a mission to save capitalism. According to them, the Western economic model could only express its true dynamism when a certain kind of entrepreneur was able to seize control of businesses from bureaucrats and middle managers. Heroic dealmakers could breathe life into tired companies and create value from scratch. In its idealised form, the private equity fund represented the apex predator in capitalism’s jungle, the summit of meritocratic evolution. And since these remarkable protagonists only invested the money of the world’s most ‘sophisticated’ people, they didn’t need to reveal the precise methods by which they achieved their magic. Transparency was there to protect amateurs. If you were playing at the big-boys table, it could be assumed that you were a big boy too.

Judging by some of their published work, many of the founders and senior staff at private equity firms did indeed consider themselves cleverer, more tenacious, and more disciplined than just about anyone else. ‘These folks are built to win, through design and force of will’, wrote Sachin Khajuria, a former partner at Apollo, one of the world’s largest private equity and asset management firms. They were on a relentless quest for improvement. They used their exceptional skills to rid bloated companies of bad management and generate outsize returns that beat the stock market. ‘Not only is immense wealth accumulated in the hands of the few, but these individuals also have profound influence on increasingly broad swathes of the economy,’ Khajuria wrote. ‘Perhaps it has to be this way for the results to be as good as they are.’ But the closer I got to this industry, the more I came to see it in ominous terms. Just whose hands were broad swathes of the economy actually ending up in?

When I started working on this book, there was a lot of talk about conspiracy theories in the air. It was just after the pandemic. Liberal onlookers were still struggling to get their heads around the electoral upsets of 2016. There was a sense of foreboding about the algorithmically distilled suspicions that were now spilling into mainstream politics. Plenty of people knew of someone who had gone ‘down the rabbit hole’, falling for contrarian arguments that the pandemic was a hoax, or that the vaccine was a plot by the Gates Foundation to insert microchips into the brains of everyone who received it.

Many sensible, well-informed people wrote books and articles (and produced endless podcasts) trying to explain how this nonsense had attracted such a devoted audience. It was taken for granted that falling for it marked a lack of sophistication – in financial terms, only the ‘dumb money’ could be drawn in. Maybe those lured into QAnon and the like were simply too stupid to tell truth from falsehood, or too marginalised for the distinction to matter much.

But explanations like that seemed to miss something essential about the appeal of conspiracist thinking. These tall, tangled tales of mind control, of paedophile cabals in high office and a deep state bent on toppling democracy fed some kind of hunger. By painting our abstract, bewildering public life in vivid colours of intention and meaning, they offered a world people could actually feel something about. Powerful archetypes in place of reality’s shapeless drift; a thrilling drama with immeasurable stakes lying just beneath the humdrum surface.

I started to wonder whether a dash of conspiracism might be a good way of getting people to join me in my own obsession. No one denies that financial chicanery matters, but it can feel pretty dry and remote, and the detail is often so tedious, you start to suspect that that’s some kind of plot in itself. Might there be a way to turn the spinach of business reporting into something more palatable? The more I thought about it, the more private equity seemed to check all the boxes. This secretive form of ownership that penetrated almost every area of life had, in certain respects, quietly taken over the role of government. Beneath it was an ideology that many progressives found vaguely demonic, and a machinery that many free-marketeers thought was a perversion of capitalism’s true essence. Yet it nevertheless got a hearing almost anywhere that elected politicians were in search of ideas. There was plenty of material to sketch out a conspiracist version of what private equity had been up to for the past half-century, if you were that way inclined.

Over the next two years, however, as politics became even weirder than usual, the line between reality and speculative exercise started to blur. I began to trace connections: from radicalising experiences in 1970s Moscow, to the ideas of the industry’s early disciples, to the mindset of the second Trump administration, whose members believed that, for a country (or company) to thrive, bureaucracy, with all the rules, requirements and protections it conferred, had to be eliminated, and power seized by a small group of disruptors. My thought experiment was getting harder to disentangle from the facts.

For now, though, there are plenty of facts to get straight. A friend who previously worked at Blackstone described the firm as a venerable institution staffed by impenetrably polite, totally relentless Americans who were better at driving forward deals than just about anyone. In what other industry, he mused, could an employee expect to become a billionaire?

Here’s how they did it. Managers invested money on behalf of ‘limited partners’ – billionaires, family offices, pension funds, university endowments and sovereign wealth funds. They charged these partners 2 per cent of the value of assets under management, and also collected 20 per cent of the profits if the fund performed well enough, a cut known as ‘carried interest’. Regardless of its performance, a $200 million fund would generate $4 million in fees for its managers each year. If that fund happened to double its investment, say, its managers would get a twenty percent share of those profits. Two and 20: an extraordinarily lucrative formula.

In this telling, private equity was so profitable because its people were so good at their jobs. But in the years that followed I began to catch glimpses of the wider industry that told a different story. In Barcelona, where I lived in 2017, I attended meetings of a defiant group of housing campaigners who accused private equity firms of stoking evictions. In England, I noticed an explosion of protests targeting water companies that had been snapped up by private investment funds. In San Francisco, tenant organisers told me about the difficulties that private equity-owned landlords were creating for renters; in Sweden, politicians had their own, almost identical version of this story. Private equity may have been an industry staffed by clever and ambitious multi millionaires, but it had also become something else, too. As fund managers grew stratospherically wealthier while buying up the basic necessities of life, private equity became a mechanism for producing political instability, weakening governments and widening the chasm between rich and poor. The number of embittering encounters between these two worlds was now multiplying.


Part One


Chapter One

Under the Arches

My parents’ house in Southeast London backs onto a Victorian railway viaduct, underneath which is a row of brick arches. There are roughly 5,000 railway arches across England and Wales, and the rent for these dank, Dickensian spaces was historically cheaper than other industrial properties, which made them attractive to artists and small businesses. In January 2023, I went to Deptford to meet Miriam Schultz, a textile worker with a crown of frizzy red hair, who made fabrics for the film industry. A table ran the length of her arch, at which Schultz, in her zebra-print spectacles, tore up and stained bedsheets for childbirth scenes and spattered boiler suits with fake blood. Buckets were filled with dye and the room smelt faintly of ammonia.

In 2013, when Schultz first signed a lease, the rent was around £900 a month. She and her husband lined the space with corrugated metal to protect the walls from damp, and wired in new sockets for their tools. There was no heating, so in winter she relied on the pallid glow of a halogen lamp.

Back then, their arch was owned by Network Rail, a public organisation that oversaw Britain’s railways. In July 2015, the chancellor of the exchequer, George Osborne, bullish after his party’s recent electoral victory, announced a plan to sell off public land to help ease the fiscal pressures Britain had been struggling with since the 2008 crash. Here was an unprecedented opportunity to own huge acreages that had never been in private hands. In 2018, Blackstone and Telereal Trillium, an English investment company that specialised in purchasing public land, put in an offer for all of those thousands of railway arches. When the deal was completed the following year, it made The Arch Company, their new joint venture, one of the largest landlords of small businesses in Britain.

Within the property world, this was considered a coup. Telereal and Blackstone won ‘Deal of the Year’ at the Props Awards, the property industry’s version of the Golden Globes, held at the Hilton hotel on Park Lane. At an early meeting, tenants recalled, The Arch Company said it wanted a collaborative relationship. It was committed to investing in its new portfolio. It promised to instigate a customer service culture and create a 24/7 call centre for resolving complaints.

On the industrial estate where Schultz rented her arch, however, she started to notice less welcome changes. The security guard who used to patrol the estate and lock the gates every night was replaced by CCTV (The Arch Company told me this was more effective than relying on human guards, and that CCTV was cheaper for its tenants). Schultz then received a letter informing her that her rent would be almost doubling. After she protested, the company agreed to raise it incrementally until it had nearly doubled by 2025. When I last visited Schultz at her workshop in summer that year, she and her son were scrolling the internet for alternative spaces in London where they could relocate their business. They hadn’t found anywhere suitable yet.

The Arch Company told me that it had been praised as an ‘exemplar’ of how to work with small businesses. It had em-ployed two members of staff to deal with calls to its helpline, for example. But other tenants said that whenever they had a complaint, it was difficult to make contact with the company. ‘You couldn’t get through to anyone,’ said Ben Mackinnon, the owner of a bakery in east London, who told me that he had been having problems with the cleaning that was supposed to be included in his service charge. ‘The estate manager does sweet fuck all [… ] and it just goes on forever – you can’t get a straight answer.‘

Over the next couple of years, the businesses in the arches at the end of my parents’ garden began to change. A dark kitchen opened up, frequented by delivery drivers in fluorescent uniforms cycling takeaways to tired professionals. Elsewhere in London, other businesses started to worry about the rent increases. There were bakers who got up before the city’s day shift began, car mechanics who slid underneath engines in greasy overalls, chefs who made banquets for weddings and funerals. They all rented railway arches because they were cheap. An outsider might have wondered, in a place where life was constantly getting more expensive, whether it wasn’t inevitable that their rent would become more expensive, too. ‘But the market rent [… ] has been established for a long time, and the business model of those businesses is based on it,’ Helen Hayes, an MP with a number of mechanics in her borough, told parliament in 2023. ‘If a proposal for a rent increase effectively smashes the business model of a whole sector, that cannot be allowed to pass without challenge.’ (The Arch Company told me that the majority of tenant complaints Hayes had raised with the company ‘had reached a successful resolution’.)

Whenever I passed a row of similar arches in London, I would see the same orange sign announcing their new owner. This gave no indication that The Arch Company was partly owned by a limited company, which was in turn owned by another limited company, which was in turn owned by Schwarzman. While Schwarzman liked to announce his philanthropy to the world, the influence of Blackstone was more understated. In fact, The Arch Company’s owner was virtually invisible.

Seven months after the sale went through, a parliamentary committee that scrutinises government spending released a surprisingly sharply worded report. It found that, in selling off the railway arches, the government had weakened tenants’ rights, failed to consider their interests until far too late, and only generated ‘uncertain’ value for the taxpayer. ‘Ultimately,’ it concluded, ‘the government took a short-term decision to sell a profitable asset to plug a funding gap.’ It urged The Arch Company to follow through on a ‘tenants’ charter’, a non-binding set of commitments to ensure that a diverse mix of businesses remained in place.

The company said that tenants would remain at the heart of its business. It told me that it had established an £11 million hardship fund for its tenants, and had even given some of them three months free rent during the pandemic. But many of them still feared that its rent increases would cripple them. ‘The government put us in the hands of a private equity landlord that purchased the estate with the goal of a significant uplift in asset values,’ said Leni Jones, proprietor of a motorbike repair shop in an arch in East London. ‘We don’t believe that profit or money are dirty words – we’re capitalists too.’ From her perspective, though, the government had put thousands of small businesses at the mercy of what she called a ‘goliath’, which was now threatening to crush their livelihoods. She didn’t have the luxury of being able to trust their good intentions, yet as long as she remained their tenant, she had no choice.

The more I learned about private equity the more it seemed to have become a magnet for all kinds of dark suspicions, of which Leni’s scepticism was just one variety. More extreme iterations could of course be found online, particularly on Rumble, a social site funded by the conservative venture capitalist Peter Thiel that pitched itself as ‘immune’ to cancel culture.

As far as I could tell, most users of the platform were white, Anglo-American men, and many of them were convinced that the world was in the throes of a far-reaching conspiracy known as the Great Reset. Apparently, an early hint that something was afoot came in a video that the World Economic Forum (WEF) produced in 2018, outlining what society might look like in 2030. Its openly speculative but, from what I could tell, fairly reasonable predictions – that people would eat less meat, that some would be forced to move because of climate change, that the US would no longer be the world’s superpower – had become the basis for a theory that hinged on the WEF’s first suggestion: ‘You’ll own nothing, and you’ll be happy.’ In context, it appeared to be a reference to the growing popularity of subscription and rental services, but to the sceptical eye of the dark web, it signalled that WEF elites were planning to rob Western citizens of their property, destroying Western values and even traditional masculinity.

I spent many hours watching videos of American men talk about this plan to fleece them of their assets, interspersed with adverts for strange products (a flood torch that ‘corporations don’t want you to know about’; a secret technique that could make changing chords on the guitar ‘as easy as pressing a button’). Blackstone played a bit-part in a handful of these videos, its financial power dovetailing with the idea of a plot to dispossess citizens. Sometimes it was mistaken for BlackRock, which was founded by Larry Fink, who worked for Blackstone in the 1980s and spun BlackRock out as an independent firm in 1994 (the similar names of the two companies meant this was a frequent mistake*). Other times it was grouped together with asset managers whose business models were distinct.

Regardless of these nuances, the creators of the videos seemed to see all such firms as the equivalent of hostile invaders infiltrating Western society. This was sometimes inflected with a thinly veiled antisemitism (both Schwarzman and Fink are Jewish). The overall mood was not dissimilar to what the historian Richard Hofstadter, some sixty years ago, described as ‘the paranoid style in American politics’. Long before private equity existed, individuals who believed that their country had ‘been largely taken away from them and their kind’ took comfort in conspiracist fantasies.

One video was particularly clarifying. Two men in tight-fitting T-shirts – one a journalist with an interest in prepping, the other a retirement planner who called himself ‘the Liberty Adviser’ – discussed the housing crisis, which they identified as an incremental step towards the WEF’s ‘Great Reset’, when elites would exert total control over people’s lives. ‘With BlackRock [and] Blackstone … buying up so much land and real estate, this is a collision course for the history books,’ the journalist-cum-prepper explained. The only rational response, both agreed, was to become self-sufficient – to move out of big cities, get away from highways, learn to dig your own wells and catch your own fish, and above all to protect your ‘real assets’. The journalist took this as a cue to offer viewers a discount code for an emergency survival food business, ‘Heaven’s Harvest’. I enjoyed the idea of them tending to an allotment in the middle of the apocalypse, but I couldn’t see how any of this was supposed to address the housing crisis. If anything, it seemed to play into the problem: just two more white American men rising up to defend their property rights in a hostile, selfish world.

Perhaps the clearest rendering of this mindset could be found in the videos of Robert F. Kennedy, black sheep of the Kennedy dynasty and a prominent opponent of Covid-19 vaccines. He ran as an independent candidate in the 2024 presidential election (his family members were nearly unanimous in opposing his campaign). Alongside videos suggesting that the CIA may have killed JFK (his uncle), and pledges to ‘Make Frying Oil Tallow Again’, he published a small selection of campaign videos about the activities of private equity firms. In one, he incorrectly accused BlackRock (again, not actually a private equity firm) of buying up single-family homes. ‘Americans are paying a third of their income for rent,’ Kennedy explained in his characteristic gravelly voice. ‘What’s happening is BlackRock, State Street and Vanguard, these giant corporations which own 88 per cent of the S&P 500, are going into real estate. These investment firms swoop in as soon as the house comes on the market [… ] they outbid prospective homebuyers with cash offers. They add that property to their investment portfolio and they then rent it back to you or your children at the most exorbitant rate that the market can bear.’ (This, too, was incorrect: none of these firms were in the business of buying individual houses.)

That the video was riddled with errors wasn’t really the point. As the writer Naomi Klein put it, ‘conspiracy culture gets the facts wrong, but the feeling is right’. Kennedy had spoken to the anxieties and grievances of disparate groups, from preppers to anti-vaxxers to small business owners still reeling from the pandemic, channelling them into ragged theories that resisted the traditional categories of left and right. He was also enjoying remarkably good poll numbers.

In another video on his channel, he interviewed Tiffany Cianci, a red-headed influencer who went by the name ‘the Vino Mom’ on Instagram. Cianci was the former owner of a gym franchise. State lockdown mandates had forced her to shut her business for seventeen months during the Covid-19 pandemic; once reopened, it was acquired by a private equity fund that she alleged had terminated her contract. In a scathing critique that would not have felt out of place on a left-wing podcast, she told Kennedy how the industry had invested ‘in the things we cared about most’, such as vet surgeries, children’s paediatric services and nurseries. ‘The things you will pay for, no matter what – that’s what they turn their attention to,’ she said. RFK took this a step further. ‘It’s just theft in front of us,’ he said. ‘Theft by billionaires.’

In these videos, Kennedy played an unlikely hero, his pantomime story of corporate villainy providing a therapeutic outlet for the anger of his audience. The general thesis was that governments, politicians and big businesses were all complicit in a plan to scam ordinary citizens. I’d seen a similar philosophy take hold on TikTok accounts in Britain. People shared videos about energy bills going up, or price increases in supermarkets, and presented these as incontrovertible evidence that the nation was on the verge of collapse. Kennedy tapped into a widespread feeling that the economy was essentially corrupt and that little people were being screwed over. He insisted on the contrast between himself, defender of the property rights of bootstrapping citizens, and mainstream politicians who were now in the pocket of Wall Street’s most powerful industry.

And then, it seemed, the powers that be got to him too. In the summer of 2024, Kennedy switched allegiances to Donald Trump. He may have pitched himself against a billionaire elite, but when the offer came through, he was more than happy to join them. After Trump’s election, he was nominated health secretary in a presidential cabinet that included more billionaires than any other in American history. With the power they wielded over economic life, private equity funds and asset managers were easy targets for conspiracists. Yet even people working in finance had started to wonder whether these theories got something right. On the message boards of Wall Street Oasis, an online community for finance professionals, I came across a discussion that posed the question: ‘Why are so many people scared of Blackrock, Vanguard Etc?’ The replies were a revealing mixture of dismissal and occasional curiosity. ‘Blackstone are low key buying up all the houses so no one can afford anything anymore, so that part of its [sic] totally justified in my opinion’, wrote one first-year associate in investment banking. ‘I live in a Southern city, and they own a quarter of the houses on my block.’

The basic mechanism at the heart of most private equity deals involves something called a leveraged buyout (LBO). It’s a three-part manoeuvre. Let’s take them one by one, in order of how straightforward they are to grasp. Historically, ‘buyout’ just meant buying enough of a firm to gain control of it. When that firm is listed on the stock market, a controlling stake is usually defined as 51 per cent of its shares, though for some operations you might need more. For example, suppose you want to ‘take the firm private’, meaning delist it from the stock market. Why would you want to do that? Perhaps because publicly traded companies are legally obliged to publish various details about how their business is going, details that you might prefer to keep quiet. To take your company private, you would need to buy all of its shares. There is usually a high percentage of ownership (often 90 per cent) that you have to cross before you are permitted to force other shareholders to sell. So you are likely to need a fair amount of cash.

‘Leveraged’ means that at least some of the money you use to execute this buyout is borrowed. The metaphor is ubiquitous in finance, but it’s worth pausing on it a moment. It’s an image of how a little pressure here can turn into a lot of pressure elsewhere. Think of how a crowbar uses a pivot point and a rigid piece of metal to amplify the force you can exert with your bare hands. The longer the bar, the more the force is amplified. Likewise with debt: by putting some of your own money towards the purchase of a company, you can attract creditors who cover the rest. The money they lend you reduces the amount of your own capital you need to put in, and amplifies the returns on your investment. The ratio of your own money to their loans is the degree of leverage in the deal: a common ratio is 20 per cent of your own money versus 80 per cent in loans. Then, of course, you repay the loans out of the enormous success that you make of the company.

So far, so good. But what if you can’t pay your creditors back? Usually, if your plans go awry, you end up at risk of losing something yourself. But private equity managers have devised a smart way of shielding themselves from risk. Here we come to the third step in the classic leveraged buyout. It doesn’t appear in the name of the basic operation, perhaps because it is so counterintuitive and, frankly, outrageous. The obvious downside of debt is that you put something of your own at stake. But what if you could somehow enjoy all the advantages of credit while standing to lose very little?

As it happens, you can do exactly that, by using just a small portion of your own money to buy a company, borrowing the rest, and then executing what’s called a debt pushdown. This means transferring liability for the loan to the company you’ve just bought. You borrow the money; you spend it; and then you transfer the obligation to pay it back to the very thing you just spent it on. In effect, the company goes into debt to pay for itself. But you still own it, and if all goes well, you reap the rewards from its brilliant commercial revival. And if not, well, it’s the company that’s on the hook, not you. You can sell bits of it to satisfy the creditors and still plausibly end up ahead on the deal. What do you care? Heads you win, tails you also win, and you never had to bet much of your own in the first place.

On the face of it, this is all quite bad news for the company. Or so you might think. But there’s one last step we need to take for the concept of the leveraged buyout to make sense. That’s the idea that, depending on who you are, being in debt can actually be a good thing.

Debt, as the anthropologist David Graeber recognised, was a moral concept long before it became an economic one, which is why religious ideas such as ‘redemption’ draw on the language of ancient finance. Mixed feelings about the morality of debt go back a long way. For present purposes, however, we can jump forward to the early twentieth century, and pick up the story about debt in the aftermath of the Russian Revolution.

When the Bolsheviks assassinated the Tsar and seized land from Russia’s nobility, aristocrats and industrialists on both sides of the Atlantic started to worry that insurrection might be contagious. If their own working classes copied the Russians, their properties would likely be seized and their factories nationalised. Some began to wonder whether fascism was the only plausible defence against the Communist threat. Nazism enjoyed quiet support among members of the British aristocracy and royal family (a former Austrian ambassador in London was surprised by Prince Edward’s sympathy for the Nazis; ‘Of course it is the only thing to do,’ the prince said. ‘We will have to come to it, as we are in great danger from the Communists’).

A solution of sorts seemed to emerge of its own accord after the Second World War. Economic growth and rising wages delivered a remarkable period of peace and stability, which allowed more people to buy properties of their own, then fill them with washing machines and televisions and microwaves. Clearly there could be no Bolshevik revolution while the system was working so well for everyone.

A handful of decades later, however, as union membership declined and companies relocated jobs to countries where labour was cheaper, wages stopped rising quite so reassuringly. Would the public now turn against its masters? Not yet: from the 1980s onwards, governments on both sides of the Atlantic loosened the restrictions on credit markets, expanding access to bank loans and credit cards so that ordinary people could keep buying homes and flat-screen TVs, even if they couldn’t strictly speaking afford them.

Not everyone was comfortable with this political expedient. ‘A walk in any low-income area in the UK confirms this,’ wrote one commentator in the Financial Times in 2009. ‘There are BMWs in the driveways, satellite dishes on the roofs and furniture delivery vans on the streets. In both Britain and America the jobless were encouraged to buy their own homes. No one begrudges anyone else the right to own a home or buy luxury goods. The problem is that the luxuries need to be paid for.’

After 2008, the question of who should bear the blame became pressing. Credit lines evaporated and, for many people, basic necessities of life were now out of reach. In part to defuse the inevitable political tensions that resulted from this, governments started to suggest that everyone had been living out an irresponsible fantasy. Just as a responsible person wouldn’t max out their credit card, neither should a government borrow more than it could afford. George Osborne declared that ‘it is not fair to live beyond our means and leave the next generation to clear up the mess’, while Barack Obama talked about ‘tightening’ America’s belt.* None of this was an accurate reflection of the economics, but that wasn’t the point: the image stuck in people’s minds. Debt was a sign of moral failure.

In Britain, the sheer scale of the cuts that followed was without recent precedent. Between 2008 and 2019, public spending fell by 23 per cent in real terms. The Office for Budget Responsibility, Britain’s equivalent of the US congressional budget office, called it one of the biggest deficit reduction programmes seen in any advanced economy since the Second World War. ‘The only way out of a debt crisis is to deal with your debts,’ said the prime minister David Cameron in 2011. ‘That’s why households are paying down their credit card and store card bills. It means banks getting their books in order. And it means governments – all over the world – cutting spending and living within their means.’

And yet, throughout much of the world, there had been a strange divergence in how debt was now perceived. The idea of public fecklessness might have provided a useful pretext for austerity, but it concealed the reality that the rich and super rich were borrowing far more than anyone else. This wasn’t visible in household debt statistics: the average multi-millionaire was hardly taking out a bank loan each time he needed to get his car fixed. But while people on low incomes turned to credit to cover their living expenses, more capital than ever was flowing into leveraged investments. As the rich continued to plough their wealth into private equity funds, and as banks continued making leveraged loans available to these funds, debt ratcheted up. ‘The game is that you borrow, and try to have others pay for your debts,’ said Stefano Sgambati, an economist who wrote a paper called ‘The Invisible Leverage of the Rich’. ‘This is what is ultimately driving the financial system.’

Hence the divergence: those who invested shrewdly in debt-financed private equity deals were rewarded, while those who borrowed to cover the escalating costs of everyday life suffered the consequences of payday loans and wrecked credit scores.

Tied up in this was another, in some ways even stranger, distinction. Thanks to the magic of debt pushdowns, the people responsible for repaying all these enormous loans often weren’t the same ones who took them out in the first place. Unlike the personal debts that ordinary people might run up in the course of life – vices that merely revealed their spendthrift character – the debt that super-smart fund managers pushed down onto the companies they bought was supposed to have an invigorating effect. It was salutary and morally improving. It was good for them.

When individuals or households went dangerously into debt, there was generally little option but to keep digging until they finally went broke. By contrast, businesses usually had options. There was always something to cut, to sell off, to amalgamate, some new market to pivot to and turn things around. The pressure of indebtedness could turn sleepy offices into round-the-clock powerhouses. It could force managers to fire superfluous staff, cancel hapless passion projects and close down idle outposts. Because those managers now had to pay back the loans that had been pushed down onto their companies, they wouldn’t waste money. They had to get real, and they had to get creative. In the right context, debt was the mother of invention. And in the hands of a skilled fund manager, it was a wand that made everything it touched more efficient. That was the idea, at least.

In reality, the rich had discovered a means of increasing their wealth that bore little relation to other peoples’ prosperity. Political economists began to warn that capitalism had turned away from the hustling, risk-taking, start-upping vision that its champions had sold. Instead, it lapsed into a ‘rentier’ economy, in which work no longer paid and the rich shored up their wealth by investing in property and stocks and leveraged buyouts, employing advisers and accountants to put their money beyond the reach of the taxman.

Despite producing stark inequalities, one of the most peculiar aspects of this era was that so many people now had a vested interest in the status quo. If you owned a house, you didn’t want it to go down in value, even if ever-rising asset prices prevented renters from buying their own homes. A highly indebted homeowner on a fixed-term mortgage now had the same stake in interest rates remaining low as the manager of your typical private equity fund. A cottage industry of financial influencers emerged online, urging those on low or average incomes to copy the rich and hack the system themselves, by taking out multiple mortgages to purchase properties which they could rent to other, less fortunate people. Winning in this economy now had less to do with getting a good job than with using debt to acquire a rental property or three.

Economic life accordingly became more of a zero-sum game, where in order for you to win, someone else had to lose. Rising house prices made voters less supportive of social welfare policies, for example, since people with a valuable home effectively had their own private insurance. Compounded by the looming certainty of the climate crisis, this produced a nihilistic and self-interested style of politics expressed most forcefully by the radical right. The situation reminded me of a phrase that was popular with hedge fund managers before the financial crisis: ‘IBG, YBG’. I’ll be gone, you’ll be gone.

Private equity was both a symptom and beneficiary of these shifts. Western governments were looking for ways to pay for their public services and infrastructure without taking on government debt. Fund managers were sitting on trillions of dollars of capital and looking for places to spend it. Naturally, politicians rolled out the red carpet, since private equity could provide the investment their economies sorely needed. Failing that, it could at least set them up with a personal sinecure on leaving office; Britain’s then-prime minister, Rishi Sunak, when posing with Stephen Schwarzman at a ground-breaking ceremony for Blackstone’s new Mayfair premises, in February 2024, reportedly quipped, ‘Where’s my office?’

The courtship was mutual. In 2022 alone, private equity firms spent $222 million lobbying Washington. In Britain, the industry lobby ran a programme called ‘MP Connect’ that took bright-eyed MPs on tours of private equity-owned businesses and hosted regular events for politicians, including an annual drinks soiree at the Houses of Parliament. In October 2023, the Labour politician Tulip Siddiq gave a keynote speech at one of the lobby group’s events, and described how it had ‘helped [… ] a lot, in terms of feeding in policies and letting us test ideas on you as well’. As the industry grew, so did its capacity to exert influence, and shape public opinion. It helped that private equity wasn’t just close to government: some of its people were actually in it. In the US, UK and beyond, numerous politicians, civil servants and public officials had gone on to take jobs at private equity firms. In 2025, David Cameron joined one run by Jeb
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