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Introduction

This book is about a merger and an acquisition. The merger is between the forces of Big Finance and those of Big Tech. The acquisition is of power: once the merger is complete, Big Finance and Big Tech will have power over us on a scale never before seen in human history.

The argument I will make is a contrarian one. Every day the media buzzes with excitable stories about how this or that start-up company offers convenient benefits to people through this or that exciting new fintech app. When, for example, Amazon announces a new partnership with a payments platform, or Citigroup announces a collaboration with Google Pay, it’s presented – and reported on – as a welcome, cutting-edge innovation. Futurists clamour to make their voices heard, weighing in on the latest buzzwords in digital finance like bards competing to sing the praises of the king.

I want to show you why you should distrust narratives about the supposedly inevitable progress of digital money and finance. This will involve tuning out of the day-to-day chatter of the finance and tech industry, and ignoring the tales told by company CEOs and their acolytes. Entrepreneurs, like surfers, enjoy telling exciting stories about the waves they ride (while giving tips on how to stay upright), but are less interested in meditating on the confluence of hidden forces, like winds out at sea and coral reefs, that produce big swells. The swells might be the result of a distant earthquake, which is itself the result of unseen plate tectonics. I’d like us to bypass the wave-riding stories and go straight to uncovering the plate tectonics of the global economy.

We are witnessing the automation of global finance, a process that first requires the physical money in our wallets to be replaced with digital money controlled by the banking sector – a scenario euphemistically called ‘the cashless society’. The financial industry – and some governments – have been making a concerted effort to demonise physical money for at least the last two decades. The Covid-19 pandemic has supercharged this rhetoric, and finance and technology corporations have taken the opportunity to accelerate their war on cash, using concerns about hygiene to push this agenda even further. Cash protects privacy, and it is resilient in the face of both natural disasters and banking failures, but it is increasingly being presented as an outdated barrier to progress, and one which must inevitably give way to a new world of digital money, or what I call ‘cloudmoney’.

The digitisation of payments enables the digitisation of finance more broadly – a task currently outsourced to the financial technology, or ‘fintech’, industry – which in turn is enabling the full automation of corporate capitalism. We can already see this at work in the operations of corporations like Amazon, Uber and Google (or, in China, Tencent and Alibaba). Almost every big tech firm is entering into partnerships with financial institutions. Such companies cannot have global digital empires without fusing with global digital payment systems.

Major oligopolies (conglomerations of mega-firms) are forming out of this process, but they are concealed behind a proliferation of apps that give the superficial appearance of diversity. Behind our smartphone screens is growing an infrastructure of automated financial control. Billions of people are being locked into interconnected systems that enable hitherto unimaginable levels of surveillance and data extraction, and bring with them grave new potential for exclusion, manipulation and delusion. The fight to lock people into dependence on these systems is becoming a geopolitical struggle between major powers, supported by their corporate allies.

On first look, individual corporates and governments would appear to be competing for dominance, but closer consideration reveals that they are elbowing each other for position within a growing planetary-scale super-system. It’s difficult to glimpse this super-system in its entirety, partly because it is too large to see. But our routine interactions with a constellation of phones, computers and sensors (all of which route information to faraway datacentres) leave an imprint on us, translating into an uncomfortable sense of living in a world destined to move towards ever greater levels of concentrated interconnection.

Some, myself included, feel claustrophobia when we notice this tightening web. I shudder at adverts that showcase the convenience of products that will later attempt to study and steer my behaviour. I look at my phone and wonder if, rather than a helpful companion, it is an agent for a sinister force, monitoring aspects of my life previously resistant to formal control.

I am not here, however, to argue that the digital world is bad, or that it should be contrasted with some good non-digital world. Public debates are framed as battles between one thing and another, but I see the world more as contradictions. I recognise that we are all caught in complex webs – economic, cultural and political – that can simultaneously liberate and imprison us. This book is designed to rebalance the skewed digital finance story, which speaks only of liberation. Think of it as a darker yin to contrast with a brighter yang.

The contradictions of money and tech

When my brother and I were young, my dad taught us to read topographic maps and sent us off to navigate South Africa’s Drakensberg Mountains with only a compass. We thought this made us real tough guys, but in these same mountains, 500 years earlier, the indigenous Sān people had been doing just the same without any technology at all – navigating solely from experience, the stars and their intuition.

Herein lies a contradiction. A tool is – at face value – an instrument we use to impose our will upon the world, like the precious compass my brother and I held tightly as we strode forth. And sure enough, we arrived at the mountain cave before nightfall, proud of our achievement. What we struggle to see, though, is that the tool only functions at the expense of us becoming dependent on it. In using it we outsource, forget about and potentially lose part of our inner compass, or never let that inner compass develop at all.

Technology is double-sided. We experience it as empowering, and yet it increases our dependency. The external gadgets that support us come to mould our actions and thoughts, as innovations that are initially received as new options but go on to become mandatory necessities. If you live in a major city, you might be able to choose your brand of smartphone, but you cannot really ‘choose’ whether to use a phone. You had better choose one, or else face exclusion by the socio-economic network that surrounds you, and upon which you depend.

And this contradiction intensifies when we do not even hold the powerful technologies on which we are dependent. Google Maps, for example, does not exist on my phone. It resides in a distant digital datacentre – part of what is colloquially nicknamed ‘the cloud’ – which I access via my smartphone. It is an outsourced sense of direction, entrusted to a very large entity far away.

Our dependency on Google Maps is recent – a matter of decades. But today a Londoner’s heart is set racing when their phone battery drops to 1 per cent and the prospect of losing access to that distantly controlled digital oracle looms. We build our lives around these technologies in such a way that they seem to fuse into us. Losing access to my phone for a day makes me feel like a chain-smoker on a long-distance flight, obsessing about the moment when I can disembark, rush outside, light up and feel whole again.

This pattern of contradiction exists with money too, but at an even deeper level. Nowadays we experience money as vital and – if you are at the right end of the income ladder – empowering, and we have long forgotten what the world looked like prior to monetary exchange, to the point where we cannot even really imagine it. Five thousand years ago, monetary systems were small and isolated, but have come to engulf our civilisation. Almost every object around us – from our computers to our shoes, and from our imported pasta to this book – is accessed via a global monetary exchange system. Our relationship with money goes even deeper than our attachment to technology, with panic setting in when our balance approaches zero and we face the prospect of losing market access. Losing that access, even worse than being a chain smoker on a flight, makes me feel like a fish slowly suffocating on dry land, heaving myself towards water. This is because money facilitates access to all the other things we are dependent upon, making it an ultimate object of dependence.

This takes on a whole new dimension, however, when we lose the ability to directly hold our money. The digital money in our bank accounts resides in distant datacentres controlled by the banking sector, which we communicate with via our phones, computers or payment cards. The ‘cashless society’ is a world in which our ability to transact is outsourced to these financial entities, currently entering into synergistic deals with corporations like Google, who host our ability to navigate. It is these synergies that are presented as being fantastically convenient, but this convenience comes paired with an extremely high level of dependence on concentrated corporate power. This is a core contradiction of our times, and one that I will guide you through in this book.

My journey

For the last fourteen years I have been on the front lines of the global financial sector. It began when I joined a rogue financial start-up in London, where I tried to broker obscure bets known as ‘exotic derivatives’ in the midst of the 2008 financial crisis. For two years, my days were spent phoning up the finance directors of corporations, the managers of mega-sized funds and traders at investment banks. The company eventually failed, buckling under the strain of the convulsing global markets, but survived long enough to give me an introduction to the dark arts of high finance.

The financial sector is an ancient power that pre-dates the Internet by at least a thousand years. It presides over the global monetary system, upon which hundreds of millions of economic interactions and financial contracts rest daily. It is the world of central banks, commercial banks, Wall Street, the City of London and the global network of onshore and offshore financial centres. The packed pubs of London’s financial districts are frequented by rowdy suited employees of the sector: the loud-mouthed trader, the slick investment banker, the refined wealth adviser, the gruff hedge fund manager. Behind discreet doors in upmarket Mayfair, Russian oligarchs raise money for mining ventures while Middle Eastern oil sheikhs get investment advice for their sovereign wealth funds.

In 2013 I published a book about that world called The Heretic’s Guide to Global Finance: Hacking the Future of Money. I have a background in anthropology, and I used approaches from that discipline to delve into Big Finance. The book also drew upon hacker philosophy – which explores how to infiltrate complex systems – as an approach to challenging the power of the financial sector. Its publication paved the way for me to criss-cross the world, collaborating with many different communities who claim to have uncovered the keys to financial revolution or reform.

These communities, from far-left anarchists and ecological activists to New Age spiritualists, market libertarians, hawkish conservatives and government technocrats, have many contrasting viewpoints. I have designed local currencies with hippies, helped climate campaigners lobby pension funds, assisted accountants in re-imagining the future of auditing, and challenged monetary policymakers. I’ve been a financial artist-in-residence at a Vienna art gallery and a collaborator with the MIT Media Lab. The world I inhabit includes Malaysian central bankers and American IMF officials, German anti-surveillance activists and Serbian political dissidents. I’ve even had occasion to sit at the same tables as far-right activists, some of whom flirt with fascism. I am fortunate in having been exposed to contrasting perspectives on the problems of our economic system, different approaches on how to change it and different end objectives in the people calling for those changes.

By 2015, I had begun to shift my focus to the lords of digital automation – the technology companies of Silicon Valley. Unlike the regimented offices of corporate finance, this is a world of open-plan workspaces with beanbag chairs, Post-It notes on whiteboards, and colourful computer code on black screens. It is the world of start-up pitches jam-packed with the language of innovation, in which CEOs walk on stage wearing a headset microphone to introduce their latest app to evangelical applause. The biggest companies – Google (Alphabet), Facebook, Apple, Amazon and Microsoft (and in China, Alibaba, Tencent and Baidu) – are embedding themselves as the connective digital tissue through which we all engage with the market. The position enables them to harvest enormous amounts of data, which they then use to train their artificial intelligences – AIs.

The upper echelons of both the financial and digital technology sectors are staffed by people who believe that their actions lead the world, but who come from contrasting cultures. While the image of the financial world is one of ruthless self-interest, as exemplified by the character of the corporate raider Gordon Gekko in Wall Street (1987), the image of tech has long been one of idealistic and geeky coders. Apple’s iconic 1984 Superbowl advert represented this spirit – featuring a colourfully dressed athlete smashing a grey and oppressive status quo with a sledgehammer, it promised freedom from traditional power structures.

That was the 1980s, though. Now these cultures are merging. One illustration of this is the migration of staff between Big Finance and Big Tech – for instance, a friend of mine used to work at J. P. Morgan as a quantitative analyst, where he calculated the prices of financial contracts. Now he works at DeepMind, Google’s AI research unit, investigating how to create AI that can be applied to any situation.

This blending of finance and tech is also visible in the hybridisation of the two industries in the realm of fintech. It is an industry that exemplifies the ambiguous yet close relationship between the two worlds. Banks had a toxic reputation in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, and a techno-utopian idea emerged that digital start-ups would disrupt finance and produce financial democratisation. Digital tech was presented as a white knight that would kick bad old finance into shape. ‘Fintech’ became a buzzword, attracting both workers from traditional banks who had ideas about how to digitise services, and entrepreneurial technologists who wanted to take on finance as outsiders.

From the outset, fintech felt drabber than the rest of the technology sector, given that it was attached to the old power of Big Finance, but more colourful than traditional finance, given its association with the hype of Silicon Valley. To this day, it trades on the idea that technology is revamping finance, and that banks are being dragged kicking and screaming into the new digital world. In the language of tech, the future must be brought forward into the present, and everything old must disappear into the past. The old financial system must be brought up to date and the old ways – including bank branches, physical cash and non-digital processes – must die. These ideas are presented as a fundamental disruption of finance, but when I take a step back and consider the fintech industry, I see not an attempt to redesign Big Finance, but rather an attempt to automate it. This distinction is seldom made, though. Why is that?

The ‘inevitable progress’ of automation

People intuitively make predictions about how the future could be, but if we feel uncertain about what we see in that future, we can turn to arguments for how it should be. This is the field of politics, where we make impassioned pleas for the future we want, rather than settling on a future we deem likely. But while local political demands get made for, say, schools to be funded or local green infrastructure to be built, transnational demands are far harder. When it comes to the broad trajectory of digitisation and automation in the global economy, people are strangely mute. There is a sense that they will happen regardless of whether you want it.

Why? Well, our transnational economic system dwarfs each one of us, and most individuals experience it as something they learn to respond to rather than actively shape. No person feels themselves ‘driving’ the global economy, but they do experience it moving, like a vast procession on autopilot. It’s par for the course, along with corporations getting bigger, weapons becoming more powerful, resources depleting, and digital connectivity getting ever denser. This seems eerily on course with scenarios imagined by cyberpunk science fiction writers from the 1970s. Their characters live in high-tech worlds where forests have been obliterated by sprawling megalopolises, and where governments have fused with huge corporations. The latter offer dazed humans the chance to plug into virtual-reality dreamscapes to escape the treadmill of their lives, while small bands of rebels attempt to resist.

If it sometimes feels as though dystopian science fiction has inspired technology companies, it is because we already see its plot lines manifesting in real-world innovations brought to us by Big Tech: from Minority Report’s ubiquitous facial-recognition technology and Blade Runner’s biotechnology through to Snow Crash’s ‘Gargoyles’ – individuals rigged up with devices that feed audio-visual data into a virtual reality version of the Internet called the ‘Metaverse’. But nobody needs to be ‘inspired’ by science fiction for its plot lines to play out: cyberpunk was simply extrapolating from trends that were already inherent within large-scale capitalist systems, which is why the results continue to turn up in our present, as if governed by inertia.

Because it temporarily destabilised that feeling of inertia, the Covid-19 pandemic was a profound mental jolt for many of us. Our systems appeared, briefly, to pause – creating anxiety in some and euphoria in others – before cranking back into the same old patterns, like a treadmill restarting (and doing so at a faster speed). Techno-optimists work hard to put a positive spin on this feeling of inertia. They argue that the ever-increasing scale and speed of economic processes is ‘progress’ driven by all of us, animated by the creative human spirit.

These stories pervade digital finance: for example, pundits claim that a cashless society is inevitable, because ‘we’ – the members of the public – see the value in ever-increasing speed, automation, connectivity and convenience, and want ever more digital finance. Because ‘we’ all want this, no individual dissenter can stand against it, and if they try, they will be left behind. This messaging is reinforced by an entire marketing industry that specialises in telling us to get ready for the change we are apparently driving, lest we are bypassed by a ‘rapidly changing world’. This messaging accompanies almost all products pushed out by finance and tech companies, presenting commercial interests as natural forces, unstoppable and benevolent for all.

This is what I see on the platform in the London Underground, in the form of an advert for digital payment that proclaims that ‘The Future is Here’. I also see it on the side of a Singapore skyscraper, as a billboard for Samsung smartphones announces that ‘Next is Now’. I see it as I watch an entrepreneur on a conference stage in Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan, prophesying the coming digital transformation of – everything. The same message comes out of the mouth of a local politician on TV in South Africa – my home country – as he tells us to prepare for the ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’. My dad is a former soldier from rural Zimbabwe, and uses a twelve-year-old computer, but this background noise coming out of the TV tells him to prepare for a vast complex of drones, robotics, smart cities, biotechnology and AI: all things he has never asked for.

But from where does my local politician get his message? The official story propagates from high-tech centres in powerful regions where huge amounts of profit are at stake. One such centre is 16,000 kilometres away from South Africa, in Silicon Valley, where people are raising money from investors and planning marketing campaigns to get us hooked on their platforms. Their whispers percolate from the boardrooms and bars of the Bay Area to innovation journalists, who influence panel organisers at the World Economic Forum in Davos, which gets reported on by a BBC broadcast watched by a local trendsetter in Johannesburg, who is tasked with keeping my politician up to date on international trends. This, alongside a thousand other channels, is how the technological mantras of our time spread into my dad’s lounge. Having been told to prepare, he will, like most people, simply experience the technologies spreading through his peer networks, after which he will have little choice but to join.

For many people there is little feeling of either collective or individual agency to choose how this unfolds. Some, however, find it psychologically easier to become a cheerleader for the coming wonders of technological progress, and to glaze over with fatalistic indifference at any mention of dystopian potentials. It helps if you get paid to do this, and many mainstream futurists get paid a lot of money to style themselves as prophets of inevitabilities. For example, in 2016 Kevin Kelly, the founding editor of Wired, published The Inevitable: Understanding the 12 Technological Forces That Will Shape Our Future. The title presents the future like the weather – as something that will simply happen to you. The twelfth prediction in his ‘weather forecast’ is that we will be absorbed into a ‘planetary system connecting all humans and machines into a global matrix’.

Let me offer a suggestion for how to create this global matrix. Take an oligopolistic sector of tech giants, whose platforms are fused into the life of billions, and glue them via fintech infrastructure to an oligopolistic sector of financial giants, whose digital money is fused into the life of billions. Then glue both to everything else (cities, machines, our bodies), and present this situation – in which our entire environment is possessed by the profit motives of distant oligopolies – as an inevitable and welcome revolution driven by us all. Finally, cast anyone who rebels as an irrelevant and out-of-touch Luddite stuck in the past, who need to be cajoled along, or rescued.

The crypto wildcard

Perhaps, however, there are other ways to create a global matrix. One such proposal arrived in 2008, in the form of an obscure nine-page PDF document posted onto an Internet forum. The document was titled ‘Bitcoin: A Peer-to-Peer Electronic Cash System’, and it was authored by an unknown person going under the pseudonym of Satoshi Nakamoto. The paper described how a network of people could issue digital tokens and move them between each other without the involvement of banks, who preside over the normal digital money system that we use when tapping our contactless payment cards. Nakamoto and various collaborators set about building the proposed system, and by 2009 had released the first version of an open-source protocol that – when used by people – gave rise to Bitcoin, the world’s first ‘cryptocurrency’.

I began to experiment with Bitcoin in 2011, and wrote two initial blog posts about it then, one of which soon appeared on the first page of Google’s search results for the phenomenon. When producers at the BBC and other media outlets began frantically searching for information about Bitcoin around 2013, I started receiving emails asking me to talk about it on TV and radio. I had also begun to earn Bitcoin tokens – mainly by exchanging copies of my first book for them – and had used them to get things like pizza from a pub in London, mint tea in Bulgaria, and even goods from an adult site called Crypto Sex Toys. I convinced my housemate to accept my rent in them when I ran out of normal money, and I paid helpers with it. A crypto scene began to develop off the back of Bitcoin, with new cryptocurrencies emerging. It was fun and experimental, an ethos that was exemplified by the arrival of the playful Dogecoin in 2013, a cryptocurrency based on a Shiba Inu dog meme.

The atmosphere soon changed. Speculators, intrigued by the technological novelty of these crypto-tokens, began to pile in and trade them. At the same time, the underlying blockchain technology that underpinned these tokens was foregrounded, and by 2015 blockchain became a buzzword in its own right, excitedly touted by innovation pundits. Blockchain technology is used to create digital systems that can co-ordinate action between people who do not know each other, without the need for an intermediary. This could include moving tokens around (which is what the Bitcoin system facilitates), but could also extend beyond that. The wide range of unexplored possibilities made it a powerful catalyst for new technological visions, all based on the concept of ‘decentralisation’: any existing system that was ‘centralised’ – which means a system with small numbers of large players at its core – was seen to be under threat of disruption. That could include the financial system, but also the legal, copyright or global trade system.

While this was exciting, the vagueness of the proposed solutions, compounded with poor understanding of our existing systems, produced some outrageous assertions about how blockchain would revolutionise money, finance and economies. It was promoted by everyone from intellectual property lawyers to anarcho-capitalist libertarians, and from neo-fascists to New Age yogis, who saw in it an organic vision for global harmony.

The sheer weight of the hype brought it to the attention of mainstream institutions, a development which appeared in my inbox as emails with requests for help, media appearances and speaking invitations. I wrote one of the first United Nations reports on cryptocurrency, and later presented on it at the European Union Commission and Parliament, while IMF officials emailed me to ask whether it could be used to solve problems in the international payments system. The blockchain wave took me all over the world, from Amsterdam to San Francisco, and from Nairobi to Tokyo.

The strange truth was that I knew little about blockchain technology, but neither did anyone else. The scene was crammed with chancers reciting catchy soundbites in the studios of Bloomberg and CNBC, or on the stages of global conferences. I have watched entrepreneurs with no experience of the complex history of colonialism argue that blockchain will ‘end African poverty’, and I have seen countless cryptocurrency gurus predict the demise of the banking sector without understanding how banks operate. I’ve also met senior bankers who take them seriously because they do not have the skills to assess the claims made by technologists.

Blockchain technology originally promised to provide a decentralised alternative to the growing finance and tech oligopolies that I alluded to at the beginning of this introduction. Its early development was directly inspired by concerns about the surveillance implications of a cashless society, and by the potential for the massive centralisation of state and corporate power in the digital age. However, blockchain technology possesses deeply ambiguous contradictions of its own. One of these is that, far from being repelled by it, financial institutions and mega-corporations seem increasingly eager to incorporate it into their operations. The same technology that can co-ordinate networks of ordinary people can be repurposed to coordinate oligopolies.

By 2021, blockchain hype had hit a new fever pitch, as the global capitalist system began to swallow whole sections of it. Tech titans like Elon Musk began promoting crypto-tokens, venture capitalists set up funds to invest in crypto start-ups, and massive global payments companies like Visa started offering new business lines to integrate crypto into normal payments systems. It might have begun as an imagined antithesis to Big Finance and Big Tech, but in reality a synthesis is emerging, and one that is just as likely to further dystopian trends as it is to combat them.

Where are we going?

Surely there must be a silver lining to the direction we’re being steered in? Well, there might be, but before I can get to that, we need to take a tour of our monetary system, to understand better how it is changing and to describe the erosion of the cash system. I will then delve into the dynamics of fintech, how it tries to ‘re-skin’ the existing financial system, and how that intersects with Silicon Valley. Next I will lead you through the often perplexing world of cryptocurrency and blockchain technology that pitches itself as an alternative. I will show the zones of hybridisation that are occurring as banks raid the crypto world, and vice versa. The narrative will lead us to the present day, where these forces now stand poised to enclose us, unless we find the strength to push them in a new direction.

In the course of this journey I will be criticising many institutions, from states and corporations, through to start-ups and even ideological communities. I wish to make clear that this is not intended as a critique of people within these systems. All of us have to survive in this world, and for the majority that means having to work within its existing structures. I often see those structures as having a logic that transcends the individual good intentions of those who find themselves employed by them, or even of those running them. Before we can hope to creatively reimagine our systems, we must critically introspect on them, and now is the best time to be doing this. The pandemic has consolidated our dependence upon transnational digital infrastructures, and many of us, stuck at home behind screens, have sensed not only the emptiness that lies within that enclosure, but also the hidden power that thrives there.
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The Nervous System

I find myself looking out from the thirty-ninth-floor window of the second highest skyscraper in the UK. They call this place Level 39. It is a hub for financial technology start-ups in Canary Wharf, the London district that hosts one of the world’s greatest concentrations of financial mega-corporations. Level 39 was created by the Canary Wharf Group, which owns the entire district, to grow these fintechs in a Petri dish. There are over a hundred of them in here, most working on some aspect of financial automation, from payments apps and insurance bots to AI credit-scoring and ‘robo-advisers’.

These spaces full of young companies are called ‘incubators’ or ‘accelerators’, but a more accurate image might be a luxury fitness centre, where a company goes for an intensive workout session, gets pumped with steroids (venture capital support), and finishes off with an hour on a sunbed for that healthy glow. I often get invited into this tech start-up world. I am in Level 39 taking part in a workshop on ‘the future of money’.

But this is not the first time I have looked out of skyscraper windows in Canary Wharf. The first time was more than a decade ago, in July 2008, when I found myself at a job interview on the thirty-fifth floor of the offices of an investment bank called Lehman Brothers. I made it to a second interview, but before I could get to a third the mega-bank collapsed into bankruptcy and set off a global financial crisis.

As that crisis escalated, I was employed as a derivatives broker, a position that saw me visit many of these skyscraper offices. During that time I learned that the taller your building is, the less down-to-earth a mindset you must have. Nobody uses a thirty-fifth floor office to hand-make bread from stone-ground flour, for example, but they will use it to write mega-bets on the global price of wheat, to be used for transnational wheat risk-management, or for speculation.

London is not the only place where these skyscrapers rise. They rise anywhere the lords of finance gather, whether it be Singapore, New York, Shanghai, Tokyo or Frankfurt. One of the most iconic skyscrapers in Frankfurt is the Commerzbank Tower, and I remember snapping a shot of it late one night as a security guard watched me from inside. The immense tower brought to mind the fortress of the sorcerer Saruman from The Lord of the Rings, its sheer wall ascending to a rooftop citadel shrouded in ghostly yellow from powerful spotlights. Every element of these buildings – from the security gates to the one-way glass panes that glint in the sun – is designed to exude a sense of impenetrable power. The architecture echoes our relationship with high finance; most people stand beneath these monoliths, on the outside looking up.

[image: image]

But, inside, the Commerzbank Tower has a secret: a men’s toilet in which a line of ceramic urinals are positioned to offer a panoramic view over the city, so that those inside can gaze down on the people going about their lives as they take a piss.

A fitting image of condescending bankers looking down on the world while metaphorically urinating on it? Having worked in high finance, I think the picture is more complex. Beneath their bravado, bankers are seldom in control of their own institutions, and are often channelling a logic that transcends them. There is something inhuman about a corporate skyscraper. The suits bankers wear are like protective uniforms, and the toilet is in fact the only place in a skyscraper where they might reveal a chink in that armour, baring their bum in the cubicle and revealing a warm body.

[image: image]
picture alliance / dpa | Boris Roessler



All of us, in the end, are local and communal creatures, and even the highest-flying bankers would lose the will to enter these cold towers if they had no friends, family, pets or community to return to each evening. Nobody wants to cuddle up in bed in the Commerzbank Tower, and you cannot smell or hear the distant activities you see from its fiftieth floor. Skyscrapers are not a natural habitat for warm-blooded humans. They are, however, a natural habitat for corporations, if we were to conceive of those as self-contained living entities. Corporations feel very much at home in steel towers, perceiving the people seen from their fiftieth floor as mere data points to process through spreadsheets.

Viewed collectively, the global finance corporation community is like a dense nerve centre for a multi-layered empire of money – and promises for money – communicated via fibre optic cables under seabeds and routed via offshore centres to other faraway clusters of corporations. Level 39 is hosted in the top reaches of one of these towers and, while they may not know it, the fintech-industry employees within have been hired to automate this nerve centre.

Money as a nervous system

I use the term ‘nerve centre’ deliberately. It is common for economists to use blood metaphors when speaking about money, characterising it as a substance of value that ‘flows’ around the economy. Financiers love this metaphor because it presents their sector as the ‘beating heart’ of the global economy. But to use this circulatory system metaphor prevents us from seeing the true nature of finance.

In a human body, the nervous system is a network of neurons embedded in all tissues and muscles, via which impulses are transmitted to activate those muscles. It concentrates in certain places like our spinal cord and brain (which has the highest level of neural density). Similarly, our global monetary systems are interconnected – albeit largely invisible – networks that spread to the furthest reaches of the planet and, just as neurons are embedded in tissues, so they are embedded in us. But, while it reaches the dustiest small town, this system of money concentrates in the world of high finance, which itself concentrates in these high towers.

It is not surprising that many people get flustered when they hear media pundits talk about the activities that take place here. They hear statements like ‘Trillions fly through the foreign exchange market daily,’ or, ‘The value of the global derivatives market is ten times the size of world GDP,’ and so on. These descriptions evoke images of an alien world of massive-scale numbers. High finance feels ever present and yet ever divorced from our lives, but the complex networks of finance can always – in the end – be traced back to our bodies, and to the earth.

Indeed, everything in the final analysis is derived from our ecological systems, without which we perish. If I walk to a park, lie on the grass and look down, I will see mites crawling through soil particles, and if I could sink deeper I would see microbes, fungi and molecules of water. This is the substratum that gives birth to the plants, which give life to countless creatures, all arranged in ecosystems that have allowed us to survive for over two hundred thousand years, raising children, forming communities and producing goods and services, or value.

For a large part of those hundreds of thousands of years we were able to survive without money. What we nowadays refer to as ‘the economy’, however, is an interdependent network of people and groups of people who produce goods and services for each other using this ecological base, but who co-ordinate the transfer of their labour (and products of their labour) via a monetary system, which holds them together in a dense constellation. That’s why from the outset it is useful to see a unit of money as something that can activate someone into producing value – like an impulse flying from one part of an interconnected nervous system to another, resulting in movement in the body.

In subsequent chapters we’ll delve deeper into the monetary system and consider how it bifurcates into separate parts, one centred on central banks and another on commercial banks (key protagonists in the battle between cash and digital money). We will be learning that cash is a more fundamental form of money, and that the digital money you use when tapping your payments card derives its power in part by tethering itself to an association with cash.

For the rest of this chapter, however, let’s take for granted that the monetary web is embedded in our lives, so that we can explore how this allows the flashier players in finance (those investment banks and hedge funds) to design and trade contracts that steer, scale up and increase the complexity of monetary movements, via corporate structures. This will make clear how the high-level structure of the economy relates to the seemingly low-level question of what form of money we carry in our day-to-day lives.

Charging up corporate capitalism

Titans of industry have no interest in doing hard labour. If a team of five oil barons wishes to develop a new offshore drilling operation, the oil barons are not going to build it themselves by welding the rig together out on the open ocean. Rather, they will get other people to build it, mobilising an army of suppliers to provide them with materials and enlisting the services of engineers and many other contractors and labourers. The primary method of setting this process in motion is to establish a legal entity – a company or corporation – and give it a name (e.g. DeepFuel Inc.) and a bank account, so that it can do deals with these contractors and labourers. That bank account, however, needs to be ‘charged up’ with money (or ‘capitalised’) before the company can act in the world.

The financial sector is the place where that ‘charging up’ gets arranged. Our oil barons might transfer some of their own money to the account of DeepFuel, but the task of fully charging up the new entity will be outsourced to investment bankers. The latter will draw up an investment prospectus for DeepFuel, aiming to showcase how the managers of the operation will, subject to certain risks, be able to source the inputs they need (workers, materials, technology, etc.) for less money than the outputs (in this case, oil) can be sold for. This DeepFuel prospectus, with its tantalising promise of future profit, can then be dangled in front of the manager of a large pension fund looking for investment opportunities.

A pension fund is an institution that has rallied together money from thousands of individuals into a huge ‘battery’ waiting to charge up corporations seeking financing. Our investment bankers tap into this, inviting the fund managers to give DeepFuel the money it needs now in exchange for a cut of its future profit. This promise for a claim on future money is encoded in a legal contract called a share, but the company can also be charged up by promising other investors (called creditors) fixed cuts of future money, in exchange for their present money.

The true lifeblood of an economy is not money but people carrying out labour. But a heart can be made to beat through an electrical shock. Once a corporation is charged up through capitalisation, it can blast that charge out through the monetary nervous system like a defibrillator kickstarting thousands of human bodies into large-scale action. This is how ten thousand labourers can be mobilised to make and assemble the components of an oil rig, and then operate it to extract the oil which their bosses can sell to customers. Those customers are a source of uncertainty because they could be poached by a rival corporation (and so managers seek to suppress costs, for example by replacing human labour with machine labour), but as the product is sold, it sends a flash of money back up the circuit. Some of that money exits in the form of bonuses to management and tax to government, while the rest gets sent to recharge the batteries by giving investors the future money promised in their financial contracts. In this way interest payments accrue to creditors, while dividend payments accrue to shareholders.

This is how the thoughts of five oil barons get translated into action via money pushed into labour and technology markets via financial markets, eventually manifesting as products in commodity markets. If they establish their DeepFuel venture as a promising operation they might then sell it to the oil giant BP, allowing it to be subsumed as a subsidiary. In 2014 I worked with the Berlin-based open data company OpenOil to map the byzantine corporate structure of BP: money from big investors enters the BP mothership (via the London Stock Exchange), which in turn capitalises thirty-five sub-companies, which in turn capitalise hundreds of sub-sub-companies. The overall structure is twelve tiers deep, and what we call ‘BP’ is actually a federation of over 1,100 subsidiaries connected by a complex web of financial circuitry spread across the globe. This is how a mega-corporation comes to be created.

These mega-corporations control their subsidiaries from headquarters (in a skyscraper somewhere), and make them ‘do business with each other’, which is why up to half of global trade actually takes place within corporations, rather than on open markets. ‘Corporate capitalism’ is all about chaining these federated structures together into elaborate formations, using the outputs of one as the inputs to another: oil from BP’s new DeepFuel subsidiary ends up as an input to plastics production by Dow Chemical, which can be combined with steel from ArcelorMittal to produce specialist extrusion machines for Nestlé’s confectionery manufacturing. These corporate-to-corporate networks form the core of the global economy. They ping-pong the components of half-finished products via transnational logistics networks until they eventually get completed and find their way via wholesalers onto the shelves of a local deli.

That’s when I walk in and complete the chain by exchanging money for a milk chocolate bar (to give me energy to carry on labouring). When I buy that chocolate, I might hand money over to a person who looks like me, which may lead me to believe that we are equals participating in a mutual exchange on a market. But what I don’t see is the institutional infrastructures that lay the foundations for this small act: the contract law, military force, property rights, expansive corporate supply chains and vast systems of global trade finance. I do not see that every purchase in the store is partially completing a multi-tiered financial circuit that was opened possibly decades (even centuries) ago.

The problem of partial vision

It’s hard to see the interlinking elements of corporate capitalism from our street-level vantage point. We find ourselves in the position of the blindfolded sages feeling an elephant, believing the tail to be a rope, and the leg a tree trunk. Our media reinforces this compartmentalised view, speaking of ‘the consumer’ – a person who decides what to purchase – as a separate being from ‘the employee’, the same person who receives money to walk into work the next day; and separate again from ‘the saver’, the same person who decides to hand over control of their money to a financial institution (scanning the system for opportunities to charge up some new corporate circuit).

The consumer, the employee and the saver are the same person in the same monetary system. One day money is coming to you and on another you are sending it away, either for goods or for financial contracts, from where it is refracted out in different directions again. Financial institutions will not limit themselves to powercharging corporations, and will insert themselves anywhere in the system where there is money movement. For example, they can offer consumer financing, encouraging people to go into debt to buy products output by the corporations. They can finance wannabe workers – what is student finance but future workers going into debt in order to get into a position to be hired by a company? And they can finance mortgages for workers just free of student debt but desperate to buy an apartment to get some stability in this insecure world.

That same desire for safety can be exploited through get-rich-quick speculative investments. When I left my role as a derivatives broker, I consulted for a few months at a spread-betting company, which borrowed money from a major investment bank to lend to individual ‘day traders’ who wanted to escape the grind by betting in financial markets. Yes, a big financier was financing a medium financier that financed small financiers. Financing financiers is big business. You can lend to shareholders to buy shares, just as you can lend to creditors to buy bonds. It gets very fractal.

Every one of these financial contracts can then be used as raw material to build more complex contracts. We have already seen how a share in BP is a claim upon the income of 1,100 subsidiary companies, but a unit in a broader fund that contains that share might derive income from tens of thousands of subsidiary companies, while a unit in a fund-of-funds might derive income from hundreds of thousands of them. Financial institutions can pool together any existing contracts they have built – like consumer loans, student loans or mortgages – into instruments like the collateralised debt obligations and mortgage-backed securities that set off the 2008 financial crisis. These structures were built from hundreds of thousands of underlying financial instruments. And that’s all before we get to derivatives – the sector I used to work in – which are bets on these different chains of contracts. An equity index swaption, for example, is a bet on a bet on the income of hundreds of corporations with hundreds of thousands of subsidiaries.

The banker having meetings about equity index swaptions is in a realm of high abstraction at the top of the economic hierarchy; people like this are more likely to be packaging thousands of mortgages into colossal bundles to resell to the Norwegian sovereign wealth fund than talking to an anxious young couple looking to buy a new home. The highest reaches of skyscrapers are occupied by very few people, but they operate at the largest scale.

The tall towers nevertheless rely upon a system of ground-level touchpoints to funnel people in. This includes the bank branches, independent financial advisers, retail stockbroker and spreadbetting companies, all of which hire customer service staff. For a corporation, however, it feels costly to provide all this ground-level human service to millions. Those people are needed collectively, but individually each one is an annoyance. This is why financial institutions look to automate their interactions with individuals. Better to provide people with a standardised digital app that allows for self-service; now they can funnel themselves into the financial mega-core, with no need for hand-holding.

But the desire to automate goes further still. It extends into the skyscrapers. Financial institutions are, in many ways, constrained by their unreliable employees with their unpredictable needs, feuds and dreams, sitting with their pants down on the toilet after a night of drunken revelry. Why not get rid of the stalls altogether, and instead train machines to design and package up all those financial contracts? Automate the nerve centres. That is why their towers host Level 39.

There is a small glitch standing in the way of all of this, however. It is called cash.

The glitch

It is crucial to split corporate capitalism into a core and a periphery. The core I have already described – mega-players like BP operating in conjunction with the financial sector – and the core players use the digital payments system run by the
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