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Foreword

AS A LEADER IN philanthropy—a field born out of wealth accumu-
lation on the backs of Black, Indigenous, and people of color commu-
nities—I’ve written that we can only heal from oppressive systems 
after we tell the full truth about how they are hurting us. In Wealth 
Supremacy, Marjorie Kelly is a truth-teller, showing how our system’s 
bias toward wealth maximization is invisibly entrenched through-
out our economy—from the design of corporate governance and 
the income statement to the practices of investing and the power of 
wealth over government.

Kelly writes from a storied career in sustainable business and 
finance, having begun decades ago as the cofounder of Business Ethics 
magazine with the aim of celebrating only good businesspeople and 
ethical investors whom she believed could change the world. But she 
came to see that voluntary efforts by individuals aren’t enough, that 
the problems we face are systemic. She illustrates in this book how 
the machinations of the extractive system hurtle forward regardless 
of anyone’s intention, harming communities of color, workers, and 
Mother Earth.

Wealth Supremacy makes visible what a colonized society consid-
ers “normal”—exploiting the many for the wealth of a few, rather than 
building real, shared abundance. I call this the colonizer virus, which 
divides, controls, and extracts to keep us all from thriving. This force 
driving our global economy will continue to cause deep harm until we 
commit to healing these systems. Together, we can embody a new way 
of using money—not as a tool to divide, control, and exploit, but as 
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FOREWORD

a force for connection, belonging, and healing. We can use money as 
medicine. 

I am grateful to Marjorie Kelly for this offering, which can help 
us to heal. She not only names and reveals the sickness, the bias, at 
the heart of our current economic system, she helps readers find their 
place in the shared work to transform it. We all have a role to play in 
making things right; this is the heart of the Indigenous principle of 
All My Relations. We all need to heal. Our suffering is mutual, our 
healing is mutual, and our thriving is mutual. May we all reflect and 
act to uproot the systems that are hurting us so that all our commu-
nities can flourish. 

— EDGAR VILLANUEVA, author of 
Decolonizing Wealth; founder and principal 
of the Decolonizing Wealth Project and 
Liberated Capital
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PART I

NAMING THE 
UNNAMED 

An era can be said to end when  
its basic illusions are exhausted.

—ARTHUR MILLER

WE CANNOT FIX A problem we cannot name. The 
hidden force driving many of the crises of our day is wealth 
 supremacy—the bias that institutionalizes infinite extraction 
of wealth for the wealthy, even as this means stagnation or 
losses for many. Wealth supremacy in operation is capital 
bias—the root bias at the heart of the system of capitalism. 

This system functions as a modern-day colonizing force. 
Today’s empires are portfolios of assets. Their first myth is 
that they must limitlessly expand. 

As a result of this expansion in recent decades, financial 
assets now vastly overshadow the real economy of jobs and 
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income and spending, a state that economists call financial-
ization and have long warned us about. It has created a social 
order where finance dominates the economy, politics, society, 
and, to a dangerous extent, the natural world. 

The financialized economy helps to drive economic injus-
tice, society-wide fragility, and planetary-scale crisis. Financial 
extraction is the source of expanding inequality, the force cre-
ating the growing desperation of the precariat. Finance is also 
in the process of absorbing the natural world as a new “asset 
class” of ecosystem services, with the aim of “creating” trillions 
in new wealth for the privileged few. 

In a democratic society founded on the truth that all per-
sons are created equal, we have permitted in our midst an 
economic system based on the directly contrary principle that 
wealthy persons matter more than others. Deserve greater 
rights. Justifiably wield greater power. Rightly enjoy greater 
voice. Are due greater deference. And possess a limitless right 
to extract from the rest of us.

Naming the problem is a place to begin. As more people 
today challenge the system’s norms, we claim our power and 
erode the foundation on which bias stands: its cultural legiti-
macy. We unmask the hidden roots of crisis. We begin expos-
ing the myths that keep us tethered to a system that has little 
investment in our lives, our liberty, or our pursuit of happiness.

Already the fundamentals of a new direction are emerg-
ing across the world—giving a foretaste of a new paradigm 
for organizing an economy, beyond corporate capitalism and 
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PART I: NAMINg THE UNNAMED 

state socialism. It is a system where the ethos of democracy 
is infused into the institutions and practices of the economy 
itself, a democratic economy designed not for the extraction of 
wealth but for the flourishing of life. 

The well-being of society and the natural order will be 
starkly different, depending on which path we take in the 
coming years—continuing our capital-centric system or build-
ing the movement for system change that will advance a new 
paradigm, a democratic economy. 

Amid the chaos and breakdown of our time, imagining such 
a thing as system change may seem daunting, overwhelming, 
impossible. It’s not clear what it entails. And if we glimpse it, 
we don’t believe it could ever happen.

This book invites us to relax. To begin by seeing. To name 
what’s going on. See the simplicity of it. The enormity of it. 

And to let that seeing guide us. 
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1
WHO WILL OWN 

THE EARTH?

Two Paths to Our Future

IN THE TINY TOWN OF CIBOLA, Arizona, home to three hundred 
people, a firm called Greenstone—a subsidiary of a subsidiary of the 
financial conglomerate MassMutual—quietly bought the rights to 
nearly all the town’s water. Greenstone set out to sell that water to the 
highest bidder, shifting it away from the vital living use of agriculture 
and selling it to the Phoenix suburb of Queen Creek for purposes 
like filling backyard pools. As county supervisor Holly Irwin told a 
reporter, “They’re going to make big bucks off the water, and who’s 
going to suffer? It’s the rural counties going up against big money.”1 

Not far away, in Colorado, the hedge fund Water Asset Manage-
ment (WAM) has become one of the largest landholders in the Grand 
Valley west of Denver as a way of advancing its strategy of collecting 
water rights. The hedge fund is following this strategy at the same 
time the region is undertaking a review of how to manage the water of 
the Colorado River, now threatened by drought, with flows shrunken 
by 20 percent in twenty years. For the last century, management of 
the river’s waters has been overseen by the Colorado River Compact, 
a government framework with its attendant slow-moving, democratic 

WealthSupremacy.indd   5WealthSupremacy.indd   5 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



PART I: NAMINg THE UNNAMED 

- 6 -

process of settling conflicts, struggling toward consensus and shared 
sacrifice through community and government negotiation.2 

Will democracy remain in control? Or will the end run of fast- 
moving, aggressive capital turn our precious, diminishing water into a 
new object for financial extraction? 

Who will own the water of the earth? Who should own and control 
the water systems of our communities? Whom do we trust to be in 
control in the world of ecological crises we’re coming to live within? 

With the advance of climate change, some of the most immedi-
ately catastrophic impacts are hitting fresh water, now seeing grow-
ing shortages sure to accelerate. In 2022, the water system of Jackson, 
Mississippi—the state’s capital and largest city—utterly collapsed, 
leaving many homes with no running water.3 Numberless catastro-
phes like these lie ahead as we move into a dramatically different 
future for fresh water than the stable world we’ve long known, as 
rising temperatures, drought, and torrential rains disrupt traditional 
levels and flows of this resource that every living being daily requires. 
The United Nations World Water Development Report projects that 
by 2050, some 6 billion people—more than half the global popula-
tion—will suffer clean water scarcity.4 

Business understands this frighteningly well. In May 2000 Fortune 
magazine observed: “Water promises to be to the 21st century what 
oil was to the 20th century: the precious commodity that determines 
the wealth of nations.”5 

This awareness has spurred the new wave of capture sweeping the 
American West, from the Rockies to Southern California, as inves-
tors like Greenstone search out and buy up precious water rights. In 
the eyes of big capital, water is an “undervalued asset.” 

Big capital doesn’t ask who should own water. Finance functions 
today as a colonizing force, and the colonizer seeks to own everything. 
Capital’s aim is to possess water as a new “asset class” it can monetize 
in the face of looming shortages. Matthew Diserio, WAM’s cofounder 
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Who Will Own the Earth?

and president, is frank about the ambition at work—though he speaks 
of it in the cloaked, technical language of finance. Water in the US is 
“the biggest emerging market on earth,” he says. It’s “a trillion-dollar 
market opportunity.”6 

Water as the Common Property of All

It is from the standpoint of the colonized that decolonization begins, 
wrote Frantz Fanon, author of The Wretched of the Earth. It begins with 
the impassioned claim that our needs and our view of the world are 
fundamentally different from that of the colonizer.7 Water is a global 
commons, “the common property of all,” says longtime water activist 
Maude Barlow. “Water belongs to the earth and all species.” Access to 
clean, affordable water is a fundamental human right, she says, echo-
ing the 2010 United Nations declaration that water is a human right 
essential to all human rights.8 No one has the right to appropriate 
water for profit, Barlow maintains. “Water must be declared a public 
trust.”9

It’s remarkable how instinctively communities agree with this view. 
Even more remarkable is the fact of who actually owns the water sys-
tems of the US today: we do. Some 85 percent of Americans get their 
water from a local, publicly owned utility. Polls and referenda show we 
want to keep it that way.10 

In the words of Arizona assemblywoman Regina Cobb, who 
represents Cibola, capital is trying to make water a commodity, but 
“that’s not what water is meant to be.”11 There are towns—desper-
ate for the income and investment—that have privatized their water 
systems, turning management or sometimes outright ownership of 
these systems over to private corporations. But often voters reject this 
approach. In places like Trenton, New Jersey, Baltimore, and Edison, 
New Jersey, voters massively rejected water privatization, with more 
than 75 percent voting against it.12 Similarly in the UK, as Mary 
Grant of Food & Water Watch put it, “People feel deeply connected 
to water and that it needs to be in public and local control.”13 

WealthSupremacy.indd   7WealthSupremacy.indd   7 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



PART I: NAMINg THE UNNAMED 

- 8 -

Pause again to consider the fact that close to 85 percent of Ameri-
cans get their water from a local, democratically owned and controlled 
utility. The largest is the municipally owned Los Angeles Department 
of Water and Power, which serves 4 million residents and businesses. 
This is a democratic economy already in operation. We the people 
right now own and control the water systems of American commu-
nities. And we are apparently enjoying superior service as a result, if 
the measure of success is something other than maximum profit for 
investors. While conclusive data isn’t available, my former Democracy 
Collaborative colleague Thomas Hanna, who’s now with the philan-
thropic organization Arnold Ventures, in a study found that privately 
owned water utilities in the US often charge consumers higher prices. 
He also cited concerns that private operators perform poorly and that 
their management leaves citizens uneasy with the lack of local, direct 
accountability.14 

The Rising Wave of a Movement

Imagine you and I one day find ourselves in the position of those 
folks in Jackson, with no running water coming out of our taps. Who 
do we want to be calling? Massive absentee corporations with their 
robo- answering systems (staffed by hard-to-reach humans possibly in 
Delhi), or local managers accountable to the mayor and city council? 
Do we want to be paying reasonable or soaring rates? 

In the UK since 1989, following privatization of water, water bills 
for customers climbed by one third. The water industry now boasts 
32 percent profit margins. As private water companies paid out £72 
billion in dividends to shareholders, sewage leaks fueled public rage. 
In the service area of the privately owned Thames Water, so much 
sewage built up in the River Thames that residents of Little Marlow 
started calling their part of the river “crappuccino.” Sewage gushed into 
apartment windows in London. As activist organizations formed, the 
UK in recent times has seen the largest wave of protests since water 
was privatized three decades ago.15 
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Who Will Own the Earth?

The US is also seeing a rising number of antiprivatization organi-
zations, with the growth of such groups as Friends of Locally Owned 
Water, Our Water Campaign, and Public Water Now. One crowd-
sourced study by the Transnational Institute and researchers at the 
University of Glasgow (Scotland) found seventy-two cases over the 
last two decades where water service in the US was returned to public 
ownership and control. Behind these shifts are often impassioned 
local campaigns. In Atlantic City, New Jersey, an antiprivatization 
campaign in 2017 was backed not only by a strong local alliance but 
also by forty state and national groups, including the NAACP, ACLU 
New Jersey, and the New Jersey AFL-CIO.16 

Globally, a movement to reassert democratic control of water has 
enjoyed three hundred successful cases of remunicipalized water since 
2000. One of the most delightful is in Paris, where the newly public 
water system installed water fountains around the city that dispensed 
carbonated water—“socialism with a sparkle,” as Cat Hobbs with We 
Own It put it.17 

This movement for local ownership and control of water is directly 
counter to the neoliberal revolution of Margaret Thatcher, who not 
only privatized the UK’s water but also sold off gas and electric utili-
ties, rail and bus lines, seaports, and airlines. In the process, she inad-
vertently demonstrated the superiority of local, democratic control of 
water—and by contrast, the debacle that results when private, profit- 
maximizing ownership moves in. 

Still, big capital is out there on the move, backed by tens of billions 
in institutional investor capital, with many communities desperate for 
funding to upgrade aging infrastructure.

Which view will prevail? Water as a human right, a global com-
mons? Or water as a trillion-dollar market opportunity?
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2
TO FORM THAT MORE 

PERFECT UNION 

From Extractive Capitalism  
to a Democratic Economy

IN THESE TWO PROFOUNDLY DIFFERENT PARADIGMS OF 

water, we can read alternate paths for our future, as we slide further on 
the downslope of ecological disruption. Which path we take will be 
a matter of which economic system dominates: extractive capitalism, 
manifest in models like hedge funds and multinational corporations; 
or a democratic economy, where ownership and control is rooted in 
community and embodied in various models (city-controlled water, 
worker-owned firms, depositor-owned credit unions, state-owned 
banks) which recognize our inescapable interdependence with one 
another—and hence the need for democratic accountability, for build-
ing economic pathways to form that more perfect union of a fully 
democratic society. 

In the unfolding story of water, we can begin to see the architec-
ture of economic system design. In one system, serving life is at the 
center. In the other, maximizing financial wealth is at the center. 

At work in extractive capitalism is more than personal greed. It’s a 
cultural worldview, a habit of mind, so pervasive as to be invisible. We 
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can call it a bias, akin to race bias and sex bias, but toward capital and 
wealth, toward ensuring that economic activity is focused primarily 
on benefiting those who possess wealth.

It is in the nature of bias to be held unconsciously. To be seen as 
utterly normal. The executives and investors in the story of water cap-
ture likely aren’t evil people, sitting about rubbing their hands like car-
toon capitalists. They may be wholly unaware of the bias and privilege 
at work, much as whites tend to bear little awareness of the privilege 
that their skin color affords. If the effect of bias on others can be dev-
astating—degraded water service, skyrocketing costs to consumers, 
sewage flowing into apartments—its presence in one’s own heart is 
mostly quiet, unseen. Easy to miss. 

When investors look at their/our portfolio returns, we step into 
the dreamworld of wealth, the fiction that financial gains somehow 
fall from the sky, pristine and unblemished. It is a world animated 
by the implicit assumption that capital interests are to be prioritized. 
That if the needs of others are ill-served by this mandate, it may be 
unfortunate, but income to investors must be maximized. 

This is wealth supremacy. It’s the bias toward wealth and capital inter-
ests that defines today’s dominant political-economic system. 

Like white supremacy, wealth supremacy is both entirely obvious 
and oddly hidden. How long had police been killing Black people 
during routine interactions before George Floyd? I lived in white Min-
neapolis and didn’t see it, nor did millions of other white Americans.

In the same way, we see and don’t see capital bias. Fully 71 percent 
of Americans say they think the system is rigged.1 Yet few of us know 
how it’s rigged. Its workings are veiled in the incantatory terms of 
finance (alpha, beta, ROI, IRR, EBITDA, ETFs). If most of us don’t 
understand the system, those who do are too busy making money to 
challenge its norms. As Upton Sinclair deftly put it, “It is difficult to 
get a man to understand something, when his salary depends on his 
not understanding it.”
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To Form That More Perfect Union 

Defining Wealth Supremacy and Capital Bias 

Wealth supremacy is a manifestation of class bias. If class is many 
things—exquisite taste in art and wine, speaking and dressing well, 
having children attend the right schools—it stands on a foundation 
of wealth, which makes possible all the rites of class. 

Wealth supremacy is about the many ways our culture favors the 
wealthy, the upper class. Much as history was once defined through 
the workings of great men, our capital-centric society defines the 
economy through the workings of great wealth and big capital. It’s 
through the lens of capital—the operating face of wealth—that we 
define economic success: growing returns to investment portfolios, 
maximum profits, a rising stock market. 

Wealth supremacy and capital bias are closely related, yet worth 
distinguishing.

Wealth supremacy can be defined as the cultural and political pro-
cesses and attitudes by which persons of wealth accumulate and main-
tain prestige, privileges, and power that others lack. It’s about status, in 
a culture where the wealthy are revered as the possessors of godlike 
powers. It’s about influence, including the power to control philan-
thropy. It’s about political and legal power—including the power to 
finance candidates, to influence lawmaking through lobbying, and to 
escape the justice system that ensnares those without wealth.

Capital bias encompasses areas most of us know less about. It’s 
the face that wealth wears in the realm of corporations, investing, 
accounting, and trade—areas in which fewer are conversant. It’s here 
that the real work of protecting and growing wealth is done. 

Capital bias can be defined as the bias toward the maximum increase 
of capital—maximum benefit to wealth holders—that operates inside the 
processes and institutions through which capital deploys functional power. 
While wealth connotes a pile of dollars, euros, pounds sterling, or yen, 
capital connotes the active face of wealth. Capital is money that must 
limitlessly grow. It’s the driver of wealth, operating through the mech-
anisms of profit extraction, the way accounting rules are defined, how 
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speculation cloaks itself as investing—all the customs and rules by 
which wealth grows and is protected from loss and accountability. 

Together, wealth supremacy and capital bias constitute the DNA 
of our capital-centric economic system. These entwined strands of 
bias define how the system talks, walks, grows limbs, expands, regen-
erates itself. The aim is to keep the wealthy on top, protected, com-
fortable. Bias toward capital is how that’s accomplished. Capital bias 
is the system. It’s a system of capital-ism. 

Financial Overshoot and the Polycrisis

Today, as this system reaches its swollen, financialized apogee, its 
ongoing processes of wealth extraction have become the deep force 
sapping the resilience of our society, driving, exacerbating, or profit-
ing from the largest crises of our day. Global systemic risks—climate 
change, biodiversity loss, deepening inequality, and rising authoritar-
ianism—are converging into what’s being called a polycrisis. While 
ecological overshoot is one root cause of this polycrisis, equally impli-
cated is financial overshoot: the accumulation of too much financial 
wealth, even as the system remains intent on a limitless more. 

The long rise of irresponsible consumption has been driven by 
the corporate drive to maximize profits. Our efforts to tackle climate 
change have been blocked by the misdirection of fossil fuel compa-
nies and the capture of politics by monied interests. As a global food 
crisis has unfolded, corporations have been out there using inflation 
to hide outsized price increases.2 The white working class, left adrift 
by the loss of good jobs, finds its anger misdirected into racial and 
misogynistic hatred by the conservative forces determined to retain 
or reinstate the social order governed by wealth, by men, by whites. 

Many of us don’t fully grasp how the complex, obscure, mathemat-
ical rules and norms of our extractive system lie behind these crises. 
It’s rarely explained to us how expanding pools of great wealth create 
and rely upon the precarity and indebtedness of the rest of us. Instead, 
our culture tends to view “wealth creation” as benign and wonderful. 
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This bias toward wealth makes it difficult for us to digest the warnings 
of economists that the world is awash in far too much financial capital, 
just as the atmosphere is awash in too much carbon. 

At the level of the individual portfolio, maximizing gains makes 
sense—just as it makes sense, individually, to drive our fossil- fuel-
consuming cars as much as we want and to set our thermostats as 
high as we want. But when we do so, in the aggregate we change the 
living function of the entire planet. 

Similarly massive damage is created by financial extraction: a 
growing crisis of families trapped by predatory lending and unsus-
tainable debt, the stifling of small and medium-size businesses that 
create jobs, dark money’s attack on democracy. The deep, tectonic 
plates of society are stressed, overloaded by the accumulation of 
too much so-called wealth and the ongoing, expanding extraction it 
requires. But the language and myths of the system block us from 
grasping this. The very words we use reflect the view of wealth. More 
assets! How wonderful! 

In reality, every asset held by one person is a claim against someone 
or something else. Debt is a claim on your income. A share of stock 
is a claim on a company’s value, and boosting that value often means 
cutting workers’ income to increase profits. In the case of UK water 
systems, it means raising prices on consumers so handsome dividends 
can be passed to shareholders. (Financialization is discussed more in 
chapters 7 and 11.)

If we spoke from the perspective of ordinary folks, we’d talk less 
about the stock market and more about jobs sent overseas and Uber-
ized. Instead of celebrating great endowment returns, we’d be talking 
about private equity driving firms out of business, or tallying the 
number of people going bankrupt because of a medical emergency. 

The aggregate level of financial assets today is obscenely over-
blown. It represents a massive ballooning since the time I was a kid 
in the 1950s, when financial assets in the US were roughly equal to 
GDP (Gross Domestic Product). Today, financial assets are an intol-
erable five times GDP (see figure 2.1).
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GDP

Finance

1950s:
US financial assets are equal to GDP

Source: Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System

2022:
US financial assets swell to 5 times GDP

GDP

Finance

FIGURE 2.1: US financial assets are five times the size of GDP, a ballooning 
since the 1950s, when assets and GDP were roughly equal in size. 

Society is like a household struggling under crushing debt. Yet 
that burden grows as financial assets grow, as wealth holders who hold 
economic power find more and better ways to extract from the rest 
of us. We’re squeezed on one side by credit card debt, medical debt, 
college debt, second mortgages—and squeezed from the other side by 
low-income jobs, unstable part-time and contract work, rising costs, 
and unaffordable homes.

A once-functional system has turned treacherous. The wealthy are 
extracting massively from the rest of us. This is the problem we’re not 
talking about yet.

There is a more democratic way to organize a modern economy. 
All over the world, there exist, right now, the hopeful, workable, sale-
able economic approaches we so desperately need to create stability 
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and end economic injustice. Yet transformative change isn’t taking 
hold at anything remotely near the scale required. 

Instead, it’s all poised to get worse.

The Foundation of Life as a New Asset Class

Consider how the two paradigms of economic system design—
extractive capitalism versus a democratic economy—could unfold in 
our future, as we confront the question of who will own the earth, 
who will own and control “ecosystem services.” 

In one paradigm, Wall Street is laying plans to begin extracting 
wealth from ecosystem services through Natural Asset Companies 
(NACs), a new vehicle announced in 2021 by the New York Stock 
Exchange and Intrinsic Exchange Group. It’s about “pioneering a new 
asset class,” the sponsors said, which will capture and convert the pro-
ductive value of natural assets like forests, water, coral reefs, and farms 
into investor returns. “Natural assets produce an estimated $125 tril-
lion annually in global ecosystem services, such as carbon sequestra-
tion, biodiversity and clean water,” the NYSE website exulted.3 

Linger a moment over that extraordinary number: $125 tril-
lion—the mouthwatering wealth extraction to be realized. For context, 
consider that the total value of the US stock market is $46 trillion.4 
That means so-called ecosystem services—the natural world, life—is 
“worth” almost three times as much.

Once you stop tearing your hair out, pause and note: if we think 
we’ve been colonized by capital, we haven’t seen anything yet. 

As progressive author and attorney Ellen Brown commented, 
NACs would make firms like State Street and BlackRock (and their 
multimillionaire investors) the “owners of the foundations of all life,” 
permitting the extraction of incalculable profits.5 Nearly limitless 
wealth.

“It’s ludicrous,” said Leslie Christian, when I called to get her 
view. She’s the former CEO of Portfolio 21 Investments, where she 
cofounded an environmental mutual fund, and is now with NorthStar 
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Asset Management. “You’ll have a private company allocating water 
the way they choose to allocate it,” she said. It’s about pricing resources 
high enough that people will conserve. “But that’s a very high level, 
because rich people will pay a lot,” she said. “You’re depriving people 
of water if they can’t afford it.” 

“Civilization is unraveling,” Leslie continued. And this is our solu-
tion? Put a price on the essentials of life? “How do you value some-
thing without which you will die?” 

There is another approach, proven to work. It is practiced in the hills 
of Luzon, the largest island in the Philippines, where the Indige-
nous community protects the forest. Called Batangan, it is a system 
of resource management built on a shared sense of responsibility 
for monitoring forests and planting new trees. It’s also about “the 
water, the plants and the animals, the microorganisms,” Victoria 
Tauli- Corpuz, an Indigenous rights activist from the region, told a 
reporter.6 

This example was cited by a United Nations assessment on cat-
astrophic biodiversity collapse that looked at how to ensure the one 
million wild plant and animal species at risk of extinction survive into 
future generations. The assessment was conducted by the Intergov-
ernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services, in which 139 countries participated. The UN report noted 
that Indigenous and local knowledge is crucial to sustainable use—
and is at work in an estimated 15 percent of global forests, already 
managed by Indigenous and local communities.7 

Hold onto that fact a moment: 15 percent of forests are already 
managed by local and Indigenous power. This is not fringe stuff. 

There are in reality two paths to the future. In Aldo Leopold’s 
words, we can either continue seeing land as a “commodity belonging 
to us” or recognize it as a “community to which we belong.” Humanity 
can remain in its role of “conqueror of the land-community” or realize 
we’re a “plain member and citizen of it.”8 
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Myths Obscure the System’s Bias

One reason we fail to recognize the alternate path we might take is 
the system’s uncanny talent for obscuring its true, brutal functioning. 
This is accomplished through a series of myths, which reassure us that 
the system’s operations are purely mechanical, technically necessary, 
merely routine. Each myth is explored in its own chapter of part II.

There’s the myth of maximizing—the notion that no amount of 
wealth is ever enough, a piece of insanity our culture sees as entirely 
normal which goes by the unexceptional name “return on investment.” 
It’s a process seen as ideally maximum, limitless, and perpetual, con-
tinuing even beyond death. This is the myth around which the entire 
system is organized. 

Expanding wealth is a sacred obligation, according to the myth of 
fiduciary duty. So benign does this myth seem that we don’t notice it’s 
creating automatic and virtually universal protection for wealth hold-
ers, while leaving all others vulnerable. 

A bizarre myth tells us societal and ecological damages are not real 
unless they impact capital. This is the myth of materiality, an abstruse 
concept in corporate and investment accounting that creates account-
ability to capital while rendering the rest of the world invisible and 
powerless. 

There’s the myth of the income statement: the belief that income 
to capital (delightfully named “profit”) must be maximized, while 
income to labor (called by the horrid name “expense”) must be min-
imized, a pervasive antiworker bias embedded in the conventional 
design of the income statement. 

And there’s the perverse myth of takings, the conservative world-
view that tells us the first duty of government is to protect wealth, and 
that takings from the propertied elite are prohibited, yet that elite may 
take from others at will. 

These myths and others embody the core narrative of capitalism, 
silently conveying to players in the system the basic rules, what is 
proper, how to conduct oneself. Such a narrative provides order, while 
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invisibly crystallizing the idea that only wealth holders matter, that 
deferential treatment for the wealthy requires indifference to the rest 
of the world. The entire system’s behavior is shaped—indeed, con-
trolled—by this narrative and its implicit worldview, its bias.

That wealth supremacist bias, in essence, is the belief that those 
who hold wealth are superior, while everyone else is inferior. As Nancy 
McLean put it in Democracy in Chains, there are “those who ride and 
those who are the donkeys to be ridden.”9 

The Architecture of Economic System Design

We see in these myths the invisible way that a quiet, internal bias 
like wealth supremacy becomes a global system. The answer is system 
design. What is valued, who is valued, how those players are to be 
protected—all of this takes form in a set of simple elements that 
create the architecture of system design (see table 2.1). The demo-
cratic economy similarly has a design, shaped by the same elements 
but toward a different purpose, based on a different idea of who and 
what matters. 

It begins with what we revere. One system reveres wealth. The 
other reveres life, the earth, our communities. Each paradigm carries 
an idea of who rightfully wields ownership and control—investors in 
hedge funds, or communities in control of forests. In one system, the 
purpose is maximizing income to capital. In the other, the purpose is 
enabling lives of dignity on a flourishing earth. 

These systems deploy different kinds of accountability—fidu-
ciary duty to investors, versus municipal utility managers with a 
duty to provide reliable water service at affordable cost. There’s a 
necessity to report anything material to investors, versus concern 
for the actual material world of people and planet. Different con-
ceptions of rights are at work—the right of corporations and inves-
tors to be free of democratic oversight in a “free market,” or the 
human right to be free of unnecessary suffering, as with the right of 
access to clean water. 
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TABLE 2.1: The Architecture of System Design

DESIGN 

ELEMENTS

EXTRACTIVE 

CAPITALISM

DEMOCRATIC ECONOMY

Reverence Wealth Earth, community, democracy

Ownership Concentrated ownership by 
wealthy

Broad ownership by ordinary 
people, public trusts

Purpose Maximizing income to capital Lives of dignity on  
flourishing earth

Accountability Fiduciary duty to financial 
gains, rules of materiality

Duty of care for social, ecolog-
ical, financial impact 

Rights Corporate, investor freedom Human freedom, rights of 
nature

Governance Stockholder governance Democratic governance, 
stewardship

Infrastructure Wall Street, central banks Next system of capital

Governance is designed accordingly—investors alone having a vote 
for the boards of corporations, or worker-owned companies where 
workers vote for the board. Each paradigm is supported by overarch-
ing infrastructures—the infrastructure of conventional mutual funds 
and public stock markets, versus new funds and markets for local and 
impact investing. 

Seeing these two system designs tells us something about why an 
economic revolution is not like a political revolution. It’s not about 
replacing one leader with another (although that may be required). It’s 
about replacing one property paradigm with another. 

The Foundational Role of Property

Foundationally, system change involves a reimagining, redesigning, 
and reclaiming of our property regime, which has been colonized by 
big capital. French economist Thomas Piketty observed that every 
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society has a political regime and a property regime.10 Note he didn’t 
say economic regime, but property regime. Regimes of ownership 
and control define an economy, for property is the base of economic 
power.11 

In the millennia of agrarian society, kings and aristocrats world-
wide owned the land that was the source of wealth and power. 
Under classical imperialism, entire nations—often nations of the 
“darker races,” in W. E. B. Du Bois’s terms—were turned into the 
overseas “possessions” of white European countries. As the indus-
trial world expanded, wealth depended less “on the fortunes of har-
vests and seasons,” as historian Eric Hobsbawm put it, and more on 
the fortunes of railroads, factories, and industry. These were owned 
by the railroad barons, the kings of industry, and their investors, 
possessing a new form of property: capital. In our financialized era, 
property has broadened again. Beyond land and factories, it now 
includes wealth from information and ideas (“intellectual property”) 
and far more.12 

Wealth is now thought of as financial assets. Property is repre-
sented as numbers. We think of financial capital as moving around 
in the blink of an eye, being invested, liquidated, harvested, ideally 
expanding without limit. The core purpose of our property regime 
remains what it was in predemocratic times: extraction of wealth to 
benefit a few.

Ownership as the Ground of Deep 
Transformation

Progressives don’t customarily think of property and ownership as 
the ground of transformation. But it’s the ground where what we 
value—sustainability, community, racial and gender inclusion—can 
find ultimate protection. It’s where we begin the revolutionary work of 
establishing a democratic property regime—where the needs of ordi-
nary people come before the needs of the wealthy, where protection of 
our common planetary life is a sacred duty, where difficult questions 
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are resolved through hearing many voices. Where what is precious is 
legally protected and passed on to future generations. 

Returning to the question of who owns the earth—who should 
own and control water and ecosystem services—there are some who 
might reasonably say, Humans don’t own the earth; we need to get beyond 
ownership entirely. In this vein, Audre Lorde wrote, “The master’s tools 
will never dismantle the master’s house.” Using such tools, she argued, 
we might beat him at his own game for a time, but we won’t create 
genuine change. Certainly, it’s true that simply shifting extractive own-
ership into the hands of the dispossessed isn’t transformative. What’s 
equally essential is changing the nature of ownership itself: from a right 
of maximum extraction to a duty of care. 

So, no, we don’t own the earth. We’re called to be stewards of it, 
protecting it through vehicles like trusts and preserved areas, where 
life is not for sale. No one owns the fox. As Antonia Malchik, a theo-
rist of the commons, puts it, the fox owns herself. 13 

Yet here’s a vital point: when we do not create trusts, or public own-
ership, or other vehicles of democratic ownership, we leave what’s pre-
cious open to seizure and plunder. We’re defeated before we begin—as 
happened in America’s internal colonization, when peoples who knew 
their ancient territories like the faces of their grandmothers were over-
matched by a property regime that “divided the surface of the Earth 
into a standard unit that could be graded by quality, listed in ledgers,” 
allowing land to be “bought and sold by bankers in New York and 
Boston who had never set foot on the land itself,” as Claudio Saunt 
wrote in Unworthy Republic. A spiritual ethos of kinship was massa-
cred by the extractive ownership mindset, which had at its heart, as 
Saunt put it, a “talent for abstracting the profits from the source.”14 

A Theory of System Change

When we begin to see that we have a choice—when we experience 
that dawning awareness that we can choose system change—we’ve 
begun to decolonize our minds. Inviting more and more of us into 

WealthSupremacy.indd   23WealthSupremacy.indd   23 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



PART I: NAMINg THE UNNAMED 

- 24 -

that awakening process is the aim of this book. A particular theory of 
system change is built into the shape of its flow.

Naming  The first step in undermining the current system is seeing 
how bias lies at its very core. That means naming wealth supremacy 
and capital bias and learning to see their pervasiveness, which the 
book focuses on in part I. 

Delegitimizing bias  Seeing that bias is illegitimate follows natu-
rally. This is the focus of part II, which exposes the absurdity and 
hypocrisy of the system by unmasking the myths that obscure how 
it privileges wealth. We will never win against extractive capitalism if 
it’s a matter of power versus power. The real power we the people pos-
sess—the ultimate power—is legitimacy. When we withdraw legit-
imacy, we fatally weaken the system, turning its cultural foundation 
to sand. 

Necessity  Also vital is recognizing the necessity for deep change—
not reform, but system change. This becomes devastatingly clear when 
we tally the countless damages wrought by financialization. Chap-
ters 8–12 trace its calamitous results, such as the ruinous impact on 
workers, as capital drives labor income—and labor itself—out of the 
economy. Even more frightening is how the hard right, fueled by plu-
tocratic dark money, now seeks to eradicate democracy in its quest 
to keep powering the machine that supports what Senator Sheldon 
Whitehouse calls the “unseen ruling class.”15 

Imagination  If system change is unavoidably necessary, what other 
system is possible? Exploring this is the work of part III. The place to 
begin transformation is in our own minds, the one place the colonized 
are wholly free. 

Demonstration  Demonstrating the viability—indeed, superior-
ity—of alternative models of ownership and control, as with com-
munity-managed forests and city-owned water, is where we see the 
imagined become reality, explored in chapter 16. 
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Pathways  Laying pathways to expand democratic models, and 
to restrain financial extraction, is the way we tangibly advance. An 
undertheorized yet critical part of this is envisioning pathways toward 
an entire next system of capital, which is the work of chapter 17, based 
on a gathering of experts my colleagues and I convened. Together we 
envision a system where finance is democratized, where debts are for-
given when necessary, where disadvantaged children begin life with 
baby bonds, and where the apex predator of private equity is reined in. 

What system change means is moving beyond the archaic concep-
tion of property and wealth privilege embodied in extractive capital-
ism. As Leopold remarked, our notion of property is “Abrahamic.” 
It’s of a piece with the patriarchal notion of dominion, the ancient 
paradigm of Western civilization where some are born to power and 
others to powerlessness, a world of us versus them, a worldview for 
which dominion by finance represents the zenith. Potentially a turn-
ing point. 

The soul of the new paradigm is the coming of all into one fate. As 
ecological crises show us, we live in a world of interdependence—a 
world requiring reciprocity, as many Indigenous peoples have under-
stood. If we’re to survive here, writes Robin Wall Kimmerer in Braid-
ing Sweetgrass, our work is to recognize the earth, its creatures, the 
land, as living beings. To see that the earth is sacred ground—a gift, 
not a commodity. To see others as our kin.16 

The Seventh Fire

Systems outgrow their usefulness. They become hollowed-out, fragile 
structures vulnerable to collapse. Our own system keeps collapsing. We 
keep propping it up, because most of us don’t yet dream of a next system. 

Perhaps it’s time we do so, as unlikely as such a dream feels, in this 
moment when the civility and security of our world is breaking down, 
when there’s a sense that a way of life on this planet is ending. 
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We’re in the time of the seventh fire, writes Kimmerer. For millen-
nia humans lived “under the care of maples and birches, sturgeon and 
beaver, eagle and loon.” Yet the cup of life now threatens to become 
the cup of grief. She writes of the native prophecy that at this time 
of great change, the people of the earth will stand at a crossroads, 
seeing that the path ahead divides. One road is soft and green with 
new grass. The other is ordinary pavement, deceptively smooth, but it 
buckles into jagged shards.17 

The time of the seventh fire, the prophesy tells us, is a moment 
when a new people will emerge, sharing a sacred purpose. Sharing a 
great longing to live again in a world of community, a world of rever-
ence for life—a different way of living together, already beginning to 
rise around us.18

And yet, at this same moment, that vastly larger wealth supremacist 
world we inhabit—faster, more powerful, absolutely sure of itself—
is out there relentlessly seeking new assets for financial extraction: 
financializing housing, taking over swaths of the healthcare system, 
monetizing our identities, owning the gene code.

With the new asset class of NACs, the plan by Wall Street to mone-
tize the foundations of life, I found myself curious how progressives 
were reacting. I searched the internet, expecting to find a swell of 
outrage. But it was pretty quiet out there, as this new form of col-
onization silently advanced. The idea of big capital owning trillions’ 
worth of forests, water, farms, coral reefs—it seemed to strike people 
as pretty much business as usual. Utterly normal.
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NAMINg SHAPES REALITY

Wealth Supremacy and Capital Bias

THERE IS A LIBERATORY POWER in making the “unnameable 
nameable,” poet Adrienne Rich wrote during her awakening as a fem-
inist and lesbian.1 Legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, who co-created 
the concept of critical race theory, similarly said, “You cannot fix a 
problem you cannot name.”2 

Naming is a way of breaking the silences that enfold and entrap us, 
a way of shining light into the unseen ways that culture and language 
shape our way of seeing the world, rendering our very lives invisible, 
even to ourselves. 

After a mass shooting of eight women—six of them Asian 
women—at Atlanta spas, Korean American minister Mihee Kim-
Kort wrote, “To move through this world as an Asian who is Amer-
ican is to exist under the gaze of white supremacy.” And to be an 
“Asian woman who is American,” she continued, is to be “a ghost, invis-
ible, unknowable, stripped of her identity,” making her expendable.3

As Asian women exist under the gaze of white supremacy and male 
supremacy, our society exists under the gaze of wealth supremacy. The 
gaze of capital. This gaze silently encodes the message that the rest of 
reality—including workers (most human beings), communities (our 
cities, our nations), small businesses (the engines of job growth), and 
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the environment (the planet, the ground of all being)—is all implicitly 
secondary. Subordinate. Naturally without economic power. And that 
this arrangement is legitimate, normal, and necessary. 

The gaze of wealth supremacy is about a particular “view from 
here,” about how some are empowered as the subject of their reality, 
while others are the object of that gaze. 

We see wealth supremacy and capital bias in the way that property 
rights are considered sacred and untouchable, while worker rights are 
constantly contested. We see these biases in the way that the impacts 
of corporations on society and the natural world are termed external-
ities, making the real world oddly external to what matters: abstract 
numbers in investment portfolios and financial statements. 

We see capital bias in how monopolist Amazon takes 34 per-
cent of every sale by small-business sellers on Amazon Marketplace, 
enriching billionaire Jeff Bezos and his investors while leaving family 
businesses to struggle. We unwittingly participate in this heist as we 
hold stock in Amazon, or in index funds holding Amazon, while the 
infrastructure we need to invest in local businesses simply isn’t there.4 

Naming Tells Us What Counts as Real

What we talk about, the words we use, what the culture fixes its gaze 
upon—these weave into the narrative where bias lives. Naming is “a 
culture’s way of fixing what will actually count as reality,” observed 
Deborah Cameron, a feminist scholar of linguistics.5 

Claudio Saunt, in Unworthy Republic, writes of how the disposses-
sion of American Indians was often historically referred to as “Indian 
removal,” which obscured the coercion and violence involved. The set-
tling of the West was wrapped in a narrative of “Manifest Destiny” 
and the “march of civilization,” a heroic narrative that masked the 
atrocities at work. In writing his history from below, from the point of 
view of the dispossessed, Saunt deliberately chose words like “depor-
tation,” “expulsion,” and “extermination.”6 
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Language is a cultural construct. It not only underpins reality but 
shapes our perception of it. “Language is our means of classifying and 
ordering the world,” Dale Spender observed in her 1980 classic, Man 
Made Language. “In its structure and in its use we bring our world 
into realization, and if it is inherently inaccurate, then we are misled.”7 

French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan observed that language con-
stitutes a “symbolic order,” which serves as the foundation of culture. 
As we learn adult speech, we enter this symbolic order and take up 
our place in society. When language is biased—when we speak of the 
human race as “mankind,” when language separates us into fabricated 
categories of “Blacks” and “whites,” when it casts worker income as 
“expense” and capital income as “profit”—we enter a symbolic order 
that denigrates us, marginalizes us or others, and disparages what we 
wish to honor. When we try to speak of what we care about, we are 
forced into silence, anger, and euphemism.8

Worth and Worth-Less:  
Who Matters, Who Does Not

Capital bias is deeply encoded in the language of economic matters. 
As with racial and gender bias, such language tells us who and what 
matters, who is superior and who inferior. We speak of someone’s “net 
worth,” which tells us billionaires have more personal “worth” than 
“deadbeats,” who are worth-less. 

Having greater worth, the wealthy deserve more power—as in cor-
porate governance, where those possessing greater wealth wield more 
votes, holding the power to select CEOs. We think of this as being about 
property rights. It is more accurately about property privilege. In its 
feudal meaning, privileges meant legal rights possessed by the aristocracy 
that were unavailable to others, like the right of an aristocratic hunting 
party to trample peasants’ crops, while commoners were forbidden to 
hunt even on their own land.9 Similarly, private equity has a right to hunt 
down and take over companies, trampling on workers’ jobs. 
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Legal privileges and cultural veneration are granted today to the 
wealthy, while workers and the poor are culturally denigrated and 
powerless. Conservatives speak of “welfare queens,” casting as cheat-
ers those community members who need and deserve support. The 
economy, we’re told, has “makers and takers,” with the “makers” being 
business leaders and investors, the people who are said to create wealth. 
Our language obscures the fact that much of so-called investing is 
really extraction; it’s really a form of taking, as when private equity 
“invests in”—takes over—firms, loads them with debt, and drives them 
into bankruptcy, taking from workers the income their labor created. 

To fall behind on debt is seen as shameful in our society. Aggres-
sive debt collectors feed this shame as they pressure people who 
cannot pay, even when the choice is between food and heat versus debt 
payments. 

The world of work has for years been in massive crisis, embodied 
in wages essentially flat for decades, jobs sent overseas, unions eroded, 
and the very nature of stable work transformed into precarious work 
temping, working part-time or on contract, or getting by on shaky 
self-employment or gig work. These “contingent” workers, as measured 
in 2015 by the Government Accountability Office, amounted to a vast 
40 percent of all workers.10 That count is outdated—the phenomenon 
overlooked—because we lack the reliable metrics of our economy to 
make precarity visible. Since 2015, the government has not conducted 
a regular annual tally of the contingent workforce. 

Blaming the Victim

The crisis of work today isn’t met with the kind of alarm that meets 
every crisis in the stock market. The state of work rears its head in 
cultural awareness only occasionally, under inconsistent names. It’s 
reported like a series of fads, rather than through coverage offering 
granular, usable information. There was talk of how the COVID pan-
demic revealed the plight of underpaid, overstressed “essential work-
ers,” and later of how workers were leaving jobs in a “great resignation.” 
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Before that, talk was of the “deaths of despair” discovered by Princeton 
economists Ann Case and Angus Deaton, who documented the rise 
of deaths from suicide and self-poisoning through drug and alcohol 
abuse among working-age men and women. Their research found that 
these deaths correlated most strongly not with poverty or even income 
inequality but with the steady deterioration in job opportunities.11

People want to be useful in society, to be contributors. Even in 
this moment of postwork dialogue, celebrating many other ways to 
create meaning in life, many of those unable to find reliable, family- 
supporting work find their situation painful. In despair, feeling worth-
less, some seek to kill or poison their worth-less selves. When we lack 
good work, we lack standing in society, and we blame ourselves. When 
our life isn’t going well, American culture judges us harshly.12 

The public discourse too often blames the victims. If people are 
unemployed, they should fix themselves through retraining. 

This view overlooks how our system of wealth supremacy works 
methodically against labor, as it works for capital. Society too often 
fails to acknowledge how capital has long been at war against work-
ers, as it seeks to drive down labor income. The offshoring of jobs, 
once-rare massive layoffs now routine, companies fighting unions 
(which we speak of in passive voice, as unions mysteriously “declin-
ing”), full-time jobs turned into part-time and contingent work, and 
the looming force of automation—all these tend to be reported on as 
unrelated, like cold fronts moving in, rather than as the many skir-
mishes of a long war. 

Automating jobs out of existence is a new Manifest Destiny, a pro-
cess discussed as though it’s somehow inevitable, its victims quietly 
invisible in the unstoppable march of progress. 

Rendering the Real World Invisible

If capital bias presses down upon workers, its pressure on the natural 
world is more implacable, and more hidden. Financial statements—
and the stock market value based on those statements—render the 
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natural world invisible. When the stock market falls 20 or 30 percent, 
headlines blare the news. The number of insects worldwide has fallen 
an estimated 75 percent over fifty years, and this went unnoticed for 
decades. Stock prices are instantly available, across countless portals. 
Imprecise insect counts are available only occasionally, from obscure 
groups like Germany’s Krefeld Society of Entomologists.13 

Stock prices reflect reality for the wealthiest 10 percent who pos-
sess 89 percent of holdings.14 Insect counts represent the reality of 
ecosystems on which all life depends. As EO Wilson put it, without 
insects the environment would collapse into chaos, resulting in star-
vation on an unimaginable scale.15 

Insects are not assets of DuPont; industrial chemicals are. Since 
DuPont is part of the S&P 500, and since S&P index funds are held 
in many 401(k) plans and institutional portfolios, we’re implicitly 
hoping the value of chemical assets will increase as we hope for these 
portfolios to rise. The insect apocalypse is designed in.16

Also designed in is the way climate change action is blocked by oil 
companies. The protection of investor and corporate “rights” includes 
the rights of oil firms. After Italy banned new coastal oil drilling, the 
UK oil company Rockhopper sued the Italian government for the loss 
of “future anticipated profits.” The government was forced to pay the 
firm £210 million—thirty-three times the amount the firm invested 
in the blocked project.17 

The Danger of Not Naming

If naming can trap us, it can also help to free us. Indeed, there’s an 
insidious danger in not naming. Without challenging the bias woven 
through the system, our change efforts may at best be inadequate. At 
worst, they may legitimize the system as it is, delaying transformation. 

I say this after more than thirty years as a journalist, theorist, and 
consultant advocating progressive business and responsible investing. 
I’ve observed up close how the system has forced those of us working 
for change to keep our discourse inside the paradigm-as-is. 
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Environmental consultants to corporations are reluctant to say 
ecosystems matter because life matters. They emphasize to corpora-
tions how sustainability practices impact risk, cost savings, and brand 
positioning and thus can improve the bottom line. Corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) leaders and ethics officers speak of how good 
practices protect reputation and enhance profits. 

Even among impact investors—the most radical among ethical 
investors, committed to making deliberate, positive impact with their 
investments—two-thirds say they seek “market rate” returns. Implic-
itly, what they/we are saying (what investment advisors may intimi-
date us into believing) is that profits must never suffer.18 Even if such 
profits are the force advancing ecological crisis and worker suffering. 

I’ve been part of these various corporate whisperer communities 
for decades. I cofounded Business Ethics magazine in 1987 because 
I believed good businesspeople could change the world, and I met 
many trying to do so. As I interviewed company founders and leaders 
in corporate social responsibility, sustainability, ethics, and responsi-
ble investing, I heard often about the struggle to make the business 
case—to speak the lingua franca of the system, trying to convince it 
to change. I penned a 2004 piece titled, “Holy Grail Found: Absolute, 
Definitive Proof CSR Pays Off.” Reviewing findings from two massive 
metastudies, I wrote that “thirty years and 112 studies later,” it had 
been proven: CSR goes hand in hand with financial outperformance.19

That was nearly two decades ago, but the question is still being 
asked: Will responsible investing result in lower returns? Our answers 
make no difference. The question itself keeps us within the old par-
adigm, where gains to capital come first. We’re forced to explain, 
beseechingly: no matter what social change we seek, financial income 
will never be compromised. 

This enforced submission to capital bias has entrapped and enfee-
bled all the fields of corporate whispering, even as these fields have 
flourished as career paths. I’ve known these fields since their infancy. 
I went to a meeting of the Social Investing Forum in 1989, at that 
time the field’s only trade association, when the sum total of attendees 
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was sixteen, all of us fitting around one conference table. SRI is today 
called ESG (encompassing environmental, social, and governance 
issues), and the field boasts $35 trillion in assets—a third of global 
assets under management, loosely defined.20 You could attend a con-
ference every month, if you were foolish enough to want to. 

Over my years at Business Ethics and my more recent years at the 
Democracy Collaborative, I have watched fields like corporate social 
responsibility and sustainability consulting similarly grow into mas-
sive professional communities. I saw most major corporations add 
ethics officers. I watched as CSR and sustainability reporting tem-
plates were designed from scratch, and by 2019, 90 percent of corpo-
rations in the S&P 500 published such reports.21 

Over the same years, I saw corporations to which I’d given Busi-
ness Ethics Awards hire union-busting attorneys, send jobs overseas, 
do massive layoffs once considered anathema, send executive pay into 
the stratosphere. Demand tax cuts from cities simply to stay, or in 
order to move. Lobby against the very values—like environmental 
sustainability—companies professed to embrace. All the while plas-
tics were filling the ocean, birds were disappearing, coral reefs were 
dying, and carbon emissions were soaring. And worker income was 
stagnating.

Resistance Is Futile

All of these change efforts are admirable. These are good people doing 
good work. Yet that work has failed to touch the essence of the system. 
The reverse happened: the system subsumed change efforts into itself. 
The metaphor that springs to mind is from old Star Trek episodes 
featuring the Borg, the spacefaring race of cybernetic organisms who 
traveled the galaxies in massive, metallic, cube-shaped spaceships; as 
they encountered other species and worlds, they absorbed everything 
into the Borg collective. All creatures, all worlds, were to become part 
of this single giant machine. The Borg’s motto: “resistance is futile.” 
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The Borg most recently has captured nearly the entire field of 
responsible investing. This field was created by people like the fierce 
and visionary founder of Trillium Asset Management and other key 
organizations in the field, the late Joan Bavaria, with whom my wife 
worked for seventeen years; we socialized regularly with Joan and her 
partner in the years before she died. Joan never failed to take a contro-
versial stand when it was right—standing up for gay rights, for exam-
ple, long before it was fashionable. She and others like her created the 
vision of using capital to change the world, and today’s subfields of 
impact investing and shareholder activism retain that visionary spirit. 
ESG too often does not. 

In a powerful exposé, “The ESG Mirage,” Bloomberg Businessweek 
showed how the concept of ESG has been hollowed out. The story 
told of how MSCI, the largest ESG rating company, has inverted 
the meaning of social and ecological impact. The original idea was to 
measure the impact of business on society and the environment. But 
MSCI’s ESG measures now do the opposite: they measure how social 
and ecological problems will impact corporations and shareholders. 

Consider what it means when MSCI raises a company ecologi-
cal rating based on “water stress.” We might think this means the 
company is putting less stress on water systems. Wrong. It measures 
whether there is sufficient water to sustain production.22 

Translation: clean water matters if it benefits corporations. And 
corporations exist to benefit capital. That’s the Borg of capital bias 
capturing sustainability. 

Of all the money retail investors have invested in sustainable or 
ESG funds globally, an estimated 60 percent has gone into funds 
using MSCI ratings. The “sustainable” companies making it into these 
ESG funds include nearly 90 percent of the S&P 500.23

I’m sorry to say I aided and abetted this swindle. With others, I 
spent decades trying to prove ethical investing/ESG would enhance 
profits, and MSCI took us at our word. ESG ratings now are only 
about enhancing profits. 
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Cognitive scientist George Lakoff put the problem this way: when 
we invoke the frame, we reinforce the frame.24 When we whisper into 
executive and investor ears that capital income will only be enhanced, 
we deliver a message fatal to change: capital must come first. 

Fixes That Failed 

Bloomberg Businessweek’s exposé is one of a growing number of 
challenges to fields like ESG, CSR, corporate sustainability, and 
philanthropy. On one side, these critiques come from the hard right, 
challenging ESG as illegitimate.25 But within the field, the more inter-
esting critiques represent the beginning of a sea change. Profession-
als who once embraced strategies of “win-win,” “doing well by doing 
good,” “green growth,” and “shared value” are beginning to challenge 
these narratives.

ESG, CSR and other efforts for voluntary change are a “fix that 
fails,” wrote Duncan Austin, who spent fourteen years at Generation 
Investment Management, the sustainable investment firm cofounded 
by Al Gore. Austin said we need to graduate quickly from these shal-
low responses to “deeper responses of policy and culture change.”26 

Another canary in the coal mine is Tariq Fancy, the former chief 
investment officer for sustainable investing at BlackRock, the world’s 
largest asset management firm, who went public with a withering cri-
tique of ESG, calling it a “dangerous fantasy” to believe profits and 
progress will “magically overlap on their own.”27 

The “elite charade of changing the world” was taken on by Anand 
Giridharadas in his best-selling book Winners Take All. He wrote of 
how “idea festivals sponsored by plutocrats and big business” promote 
“private and voluntary half-measures,” an approach that “not only fails 
to make things better, but also serves to keep things as they are.”28 

New York Times writer Peter Goodman wrote about how “Davos 
Man” billionaires pulled off one of the greatest heists in history, 
enriching themselves as they piously spouted platitudes at the World 
Economic Forum about their devotion to serving all “stakeholders.”
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Philanthropist Edgar Villanueva’s book Decolonizing Wealth cre-
ated a sensation in his field as he wrote scathingly that philanthropy 
“is (we are) a sleepwalking sector, white zombies spewing the money 
of dead white people.” With grant decisions made solely by power-
ful elites, he called philanthropy “colonialism in the empire’s newest 
clothes,” which, despite its altruistic façade, “actually further divides 
and destabilizes society.”29 

Ralph Thurm—formerly a sustainability executive at Siemens and 
Deloitte, now heading up the nonprofit platform r3.0—has written 
of “ESG Lalaland” and how it may do “irrevocable damage to sus-
tainability.” His critique was saluted by many in the field, even as he 
termed the current economic system “a slow suicide pact.”30

Six business school and public policy professors similarly issued 
an ominous warning: 

[The] massive growth of corporate sustainability programs under 
the business case is not benign. It is a cancer. The longer it metas-
tasizes and continues to crowd out healthier interventions, the 
greater the risk that it will kill our prospect of pulling back from 
environmental disaster.31 

Social Democracy Is Being Blown Away

If change whispering from within is proving a chimera, managing capital-
ism from without is faltering as well. Social democracy in Europe—long 
celebrated as the needed alternative to US capitalism—is today expe-
riencing “system-wide blight,” wrote journalist and Brandeis professor 
Robert Kuttner in The American Prospect, the publication he cofounded.32 

In the postwar years, social democracy was a largely successful 
effort to create livable societies. Yet as a system, it never took on the 
task of transforming the ownership and DNA of corporations and 
capital markets. In its original vision, socialism emphasized control 
of the means of production. But throughout Europe this was grad-
ually watered down into “managed” capitalism. Important islands of 
public ownership were created, like the UK’s National Health Service 
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(NHS). Strong welfare systems were built in many countries, partic-
ularly France. Powerful unions represented more than half of workers 
in places like Belgium and the Nordic countries of Sweden, Finland, 
Denmark, and Norway. Workers won board seats and representation 
on works councils in Austria and Germany. 

All these remain important countervailing forces to capitalism. But 
it’s time to go beyond them. In all these countries, private companies 
and capital markets were left largely in place, their internal focus on 
maximizing gains for capital left mostly unchanged. As that relentless 
machine of capital extraction expanded globally, the pressure reached 
into social democracy.

Capitalism made the lives of ordinary people more precarious, 
leaving struggling citizens with fewer reasons to vote for social demo-
crats. At the same time, the hard right waged a long and in some ways 
successful war on social democracy. In Finland, trade union density 
fell from 80 percent to 59 percent. In the UK, there are efforts to 
defund and privatize the NHS. In France, there’s pressure to weaken 
the pension system. Even socialist and labor parties in Europe have 
in many ways drifted from their commitment to social democracy.33 

By 2021, the social democratic vote across most of continental 
Europe had shrunk to 20 percent or less. The French Socialist Party, 
the German SPD, the Labour Party in the UK—all saw a hemor-
rhaging of the support they once enjoyed. Even those nations closer 
to actual socialism, such as Sweden, are in trouble. As Swedish author 
Elisabeth Asbrink wrote, election gains by the hard right signal “the 
end of Swedish exceptionalism.”34

In Europe “the democratic left is all but dead,” Kuttner concluded. 
The old order of social democracy is in the process of collapsing. Its 
destroyer is capitalism.35

Solutions Fail to Cohere

Meanwhile, capitalism itself is increasingly unstable and deeply in 
trouble—a fact widely acknowledged, at the highest levels. In her Day 
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One message to staff in 2021, President Biden’s Treasury Secretary 
Janet Yellen spoke of “four historic crises” facing the US: the pan-
demic, the climate crisis, systemic racism, and “an economic crisis that 
has been building for 50 years.”36

Ingenious technical policy solutions abound. But if such policies 
are to gain political traction, they require a movement built on a deep 
understanding of capitalism as a system. We don’t yet have that. Even 
at its apex in the New Deal, the American liberal tradition lacked this 
deep, systemic understanding.37 

Today there’s a common tendency to blame individual billionaires, 
individual companies, bad actors who break the rules. Or, as progres-
sives, to focus on 1930s-style interventions like taxation, minimum 
wages, unions, regulation, and antitrust, which largely leave the DNA 
of the extractive system intact. 

The core of the modern economy is corporations and capital mar-
kets. That’s the essence of the financialized property regime sapping 
society’s resilience. How do we rebuild that core property regime to 
serve the common good, so it still functions in economic terms? That’s 
a challenge we’ve yet to fully take on, even to fully envision. How do 
we shift to broad-based forms of democratic ownership, enabling us 
to own our future? How do we shift the role of capital so it’s no longer 
in charge but in service to the public good? 

Those seeking change have yet to coherently, collectively dream of 
a next system. We’re not dreaming at the scale of the problem. We’ve 
been thinking small—trying to get along with capitalism, to make it 
a bit less bad. We’ve been working for voluntary change at the port-
folio level. Or focusing on individual companies. Mostly working for 
incremental change, sector by sector, issue by issue, rather than imag-
ining together a next system and advancing toward it along workable 
pathways. 

As George Monbiot put it in the Guardian, it’s not that system 
change is too big an ask, or that it takes too long. “The problem is 
that incrementalism is too small an ask.” It’s too small to drive deep 
change. Too small to stop the tidal wave of revolutionary change 
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from the hard right. Too small to break the delusions and silences 
that entrap us.38

Moral Capitalism Is as Impossible 
as Moral Racism

Instead of system change, many are calling today for what amounts 
to a gentler version of the system-as-is. Liberal economist Branko 
Milanovic, who researched income inequality for the World Bank for 
nearly two decades and now teaches at City University of New York, 
writes that all economic systems today are capitalist, that even com-
munism was a way-station to capitalism, and that all we can hope for 
is to soften it around the edges so it evolves into a “people’s capitalism” 
or an “egalitarian capitalism.”

President Biden, unveiling a plan to raise taxes on corporations and 
billionaires, reassured the nation, “I’m a capitalist.”39 Pope Francis is 
working with multimillionaire Lynn Forester de Rothschild, encour-
aging business leaders to adopt inclusive capitalism. Michael Kazin, 
formerly editor of the leftist Dissent magazine, in his latest book terms 
his egalitarian vision “moral capitalism.”40 

There’s a reason we don’t talk about “moral racism” or “egalitarian 
sexism” or “rethinking imperialism.” We know these are impossible. A 
system of bias cannot be made moral. 

Capitalism is a system of bias. Bias isn’t a minor feature or a side 
effect but the system’s deep nature. The implication is clear: moral 
capitalism is impossible. What we need isn’t improved capitalism but 
a next system.
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CALLINg OUT THE 

DEEP FORCES AT WORK

White Supremacy Entangled  
with Wealth Supremacy

DURING THE EARLY DAYS of the Biden administration, amid the 
rollout of an initial $1.9 trillion COVID pandemic stimulus package, 
controversy sprang up around a planned $4 billion in debt relief for 
farmers of color. The press reported that white farmers had sued the 
USDA, alleging reverse racial discrimination. Soon the debt forgive-
ness was tied up in the courts, where it remains, dragging the farmers 
closer to losing their land.1 

This wasn’t the whole story. 
As I dug deeper, I found those “white farmers” were being used 

by conservative groups like the shady America First Foundation, 
founded by former Trump aides. Its explicit purpose was suing the 
Biden administration. The group’s website had the feel of a fake front 
group, all about “taking America back”—yes, taking it from disadvan-
taged farmers, and keeping it for the Gatsbyesque wealth of Trump, 
his dark money donors, and the corporate beneficiaries of his tax cuts 
and deregulation.2
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Still, this wasn’t the whole story. 
There was another layer, deeper. Quieter. Something I glimpsed in 

passing—something that likely seemed a side story to most. 
A second objection to the “injustice” of the debt forgiveness came 

from bankers. It wasn’t racism (or it wasn’t only racism) that made 
these bankers pout. They claimed that having loans paid off early—
paid in full, including all interest due—would deprive the banks and 
their investors of the stream of income they’d planned on.3 

Not only were the banks to receive large chunks of ready cash, 
which they could relend at interest—leaving their business model 
intact—but the government planned the extraordinary step of paying 
them 120 percent of the amounts due. They’d get the principal they’d 
loaned, all interest owed, plus 20 percent to compensate for taxes and 
fees and bother. 

Where, we might ask, is the difficulty in this scenario? Still, in the 
bankers’ minds—in their understanding of their financial “rights”—
the future income to be extracted from the backs of struggling Black 
farmers was sacrosanct. They argued its “loss” should be compensated. 

This was wealth supremacy. Bias toward protection of capital. This 
basic system inclination is easy to miss, because it’s subtle—deeper 
than the shenanigans of today’s hard right, though circuitously related 
to it. It’s the sense of entitlement among the guardians of wealth that 
rarely shows its face, a form of privilege so confident and accepted 
that it has no need to declare itself. As hard as it is to see, deep capital 
bias is one of the most profound forces at work in this story.

Tracking the Real Losses

We might ask: Why didn’t the bankers find satisfaction in the fact 
that their clients’ borrowing needs would be fulfilled? Indeed, had the 
lending institutions been owned by their depositors, as credit unions 
are; or owned by the state, as is the Bank of North Dakota; or been 
chartered to serve the disadvantaged, as are community development 
financial institutions (CDFIs), then, yes, serving client needs would be 
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their purpose. But investor-owned banks, by and large, are designed 
to serve investor “needs.” Which means extracting as much as possible 
from clients. 

Thus, the bankers were aggrieved that their extraction had been 
disrupted, as a tick removed from a dog might complain its meal had 
been cut short. 

The truth is, the banks faced no real losses. The same can’t be said 
of the Black farmers. The few who had debts—which is to say, the 
few who’d hung onto their land—were a vanishing remnant of a ghost 
legion already wiped out. 

Since 1920, the number of Black-owned farms has dropped from 
roughly a million to fewer than forty thousand. Those losses can be 
traced to causes like corporate takeover of the agriculture industry 
in a wave of consolidation, and the burdensome loan terms and high 
foreclosure rates by lenders. In these processes, investor-owned Big 
Ag firms and investor-owned lenders gained. Black farming families 
lost their land. While banks played a role, so too did the Depart-
ment of Agriculture, which Black farmers termed the nation’s “last 
plantation.”4 

What the missing nine hundred thousand Black farming families 
experienced was real loss: loss of family land, loss of a way of life, loss 
of a place in the sun to call their own, loss of subsistence income that 
would have sustained these families through their sweat and toil. That 
loss—total loss—was of little concern to the bankers. It didn’t appear 
on the radar screen of their Bloomberg terminals. Their concern was 
loss of capital income. 

When Black-owned farmland had been seized through the anti-
septically brutal processes of bankruptcy and foreclosure, bankers 
viewed it as unfortunate necessity. Yet the most minuscule disruption 
to capital income—which the bankers believed must be smooth, pre-
dictable, reliable—now, that was unacceptable. These “hard” financial 
processes were not to be disturbed by “soft” human issues, like the 
Department of Agriculture trying to alleviate suffering its practices 
had caused, suffering to which the banks themselves had contributed. 
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We see here how capital income dwells in a universe apart, bearing 
no trace of the hardship it leaves in its wake. 

Learning to See in Systems

Naming and seeing the extractive system at work in this scenario 
means pausing a moment, paying attention to that glimpse out of the 
corner of the eye. It means lingering over the instinctive bias of the 
bankers, seeing past the individuals into the architecture of the system 
itself—recognizing that system at work, how its investor- centric 
design naturally gave rise to the bankers’ complaints and to the perils 
Black and brown farmers face.

In the background of this story are other institutions of the 
extractive system: the investor-owned Big Ag corporations, which see 
their purpose as creating maximum income for investors. These cor-
porations have been out there a long time, consolidating the industry, 
raising prices for seed and fertilizer, and paying as little as possible 
for the grain or corn from farmers, in many ways squeezing out those 
Black farmers. 

In this story of loan forgiveness, it looks initially like white farmers 
are thwarting the process. But when we name the deeper system forces 
at work, we understand that Black and white farmers have both been 
losing a long time, while investor-owned corporations and investor- 
owned banks have been winning. The invisible players here are inves-
tors. They don’t have to lift a finger, because the system is always 
working quietly on their behalf.

Where is the democratic economy in this story? One place is debt 
relief, which is a critical pathway of democratizing finance (explored 
more in chapter 16). It’s an important form of assistance—but it’s 
also short term. It’s after the fact. It doesn’t touch the core of the 
system.

The long-term solution is structural. It’s about the design of those 
corporations and banks working against the farmers. To envision this 
deep, structural, system-level solution takes an act of imagination. It 
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means picturing, for example, lending institutions that could have 
been operating here and weren’t. Or more firms like the $1 billion 
Organic Valley, a dairy marketing cooperative owned by 1,800 organic 
family farms, working for rather than against farmers. 

In a democratic economy, bankers would be working to keep Black 
farmers on the land. In Mondragon—the massive worker-owned 
cooperative system in Spain, with several hundred companies and 
nearly eighty thousand employees—the cooperative bank lowers 
interest rates when a worker-owned business is in trouble. Borrower- 
centered financing works. In the US, CDFIs do it all the time. Lend-
ing need not be the form of violence it often is. 

Integrating into a Burning House

There’s something else here it’s important to name. System change likely 
isn’t our real goal in this situation. It’s not the thing that gets us out of 
bed in the morning. But system change is the vehicle that ultimately 
protects and advances what we really care about, like racial equity. 

There’s an analogy to climate change. When a hurricane hits, our 
first response is to get people off rooftops, bring them blankets, find 
them housing. But if that’s all we do, we’re condemning these people 
to more and bigger hurricanes to come. Similarly, debt forgiveness for 
Black farmers brings immediate relief. But if that’s all we offer, we’re 
condemning them to larger struggles to come as the ongoing, relent-
less extraction of wealth by Big Ag and big banks continues. 

When our goal is to remedy racial injustice, we can’t effectively aid 
these farmers by solving only for racial bias while leaving capital bias 
intact. 

Martin Luther King Jr. came to this realization as, late in his life, he 
began planning his Poor People’s Campaign, widening his concern to 
embrace economic injustice for all the dispossessed. In a dialogue with 
Harry Belafonte, he expressed confidence about winning the battle for 
integration. But without transforming the broader economic system, 
he said he feared “I am integrating my people into a burning house.”5 
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It’s important to see and name how white supremacy is entangled 
with wealth supremacy. The bankers in the loan forgiveness story 
may well have been racially biased; they may have been quicker to 
foreclose on Black farmers than whites. But that’s only one bias at 
work here. When the bankers instinctively and structurally favor the 
interests of investors, they’re working against people of color and all 
those without substantial property. Racial bias is entwined with cap-
ital bias. 

Property as a Distinct System of Discrimination 

For centuries, these two biases, hand in hand, have served to dispos-
sess people of color through the merciless histories of colonialism, 
the slave trade, plantations, the taking of Indigenous land, predatory 
lending, gentrification, and more. If many of us now understand the 
racism threaded through these processes, it’s when we adjust our eyes 
a bit that we see how these acts of racism were deployed along with a 
second, complementary force: the cultural construct of property—who 
is permitted or forbidden to own property, who is turned into prop-
erty, who is deprived of property without recourse, who is denied the 
vote because they don’t own property, who finds that the fruits of their 
own labor is legally the property of another. 

Systems of property and systems of race feed upon each other. Yet 
property and race systems are also distinct—overlapping while oper-
ating separately, functioning by different logic.

It’s important to grasp this different logic. White supremacy per-
sists, inflicting harm across generations. Wealth supremacy accelerates. 
Because the larger the sphere of swollen wealth becomes, the greater 
extraction it requires in order to grow larger still. If people of color 
have long been and remain primary targets for this extraction, today 
our society and the planet itself are caught in its iron grip. 

The suffering that people of color have long known is hitting white 
people. White farmers are also now losing land. In Wisconsin, where 
largely white-owned dairy farms were once among the nation’s most 
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prosperous, the last decade saw an alarming 40 percent of dairy farms 
go under.6 As the Institute for Local Self-Reliance documented, at the 
root are concentrated corporate power and lending practices, the same 
forces that worked against Black farmers.7 As investors gain, family 
farms lose. 

As the story of debt forgiveness continued, Biden’s original plan never 
did pass Congress. Yet later, Biden managed to enact legislation that 
accomplished much of the same goal. Compared to the original pack-
age, it provided more funding overall for loan adjustments, but less to 
remedy past discrimination—with debt relief based solely on need, 
not race. The upshot was less ideal for the Black farmers, and a class 
action lawsuit was filed. But hopefully the relief gave many a chance 
to hold onto their land.8 

There are large lessons here.
Naming the deep system at work in this scenario, we can see 

how the lending needs of all small business, not just farmers, are 
ill-served by the infrastructure of the extractive economy. The US 
once had a thriving network of locally owned banks, rooted in com-
munity—18,000 in 1985. By the end of 2020, the tally dwindled to 
fewer than 4,400. These banks were harvested, mashed up into the big 
Wall Street banks that dominate today, like JPMorgan Chase, Bank 
of America, and Citigroup. These big banks are supported by our 
deposits. It’s our money, our communities’ money, that makes up their 
assets. Yet because mammoth absentee banks are less connected to 
community, they’re less likely to extend loans to small local businesses, 
which today struggle for access to capital.9 Combating racism in itself 
will not solve this system problem. 

The final piece is about recognizing ourselves in the operation of 
the current system. 

The year the bankers protested Black farmer debt relief, investors 
did extremely well. If we hold index funds, those investors included 
us. The S&P Bank Index rose a jaw-dropping 34 percent, and the 

WealthSupremacy.indd   47WealthSupremacy.indd   47 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



PART I: NAMINg THE UNNAMED 

- 48 -

S&P 500 overall was up 27 percent that year.10 Those of us with some 
retirement savings no doubt cheered the good news. When the market 
soon plunged into bear territory, we held our breath and hoped for the 
good times to return. What else were we to dream of?
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THE MYTHS 
OF WEALTH 
SUPREMACY 

WHEN WE STOP SHORT of seeing and naming wealth 
supremacy, we risk inadvertently supporting it. We leave cap-
ital to function on autopilot, like a runaway train. 

For such a system to work its destructive ways, no actual 
malice is required. Yes, there are many—CEOs, financiers, 
billionaires—who work to block change and profit exorbi-
tantly from the system as it is. Such people need to be held 
to account. Yet bias is larger than any set of individuals. The 
system of wealth supremacy is propelled by tremendous iner-
tia—hurtling down a track with the engineer mostly asleep at 
the controls. 

The track the train runs on is mindset. Narrative. Culture. 
Those things “everyone knows” to be true. 
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Those working for change often point to the greed of CEOs, 
corporations, and billionaires. Individual greed is real. Yet the 
larger issue is how the system normalizes and institutionalizes 
greed. The practices of financialized capitalism operate inside 
a seemingly benign narrative of technocratic mathematics, 
which lends greed authority and persistence. Rendering its 
casual brutality invisible.

When you’re piloting an institutional portfolio—much as 
someone pilots a mechanized bomber at fifty thousand feet—
you’re not sowing destruction, you’re pressing buttons and hit-
ting targets; you’re not destroying jobs and small businesses, 
you’re moving assets up the risk-return spectrum to achieve 
target returns. 

Narratives provide order. They can also carry invisible 
malignancy—as in the narrative of “whiteness” we live invisi-
bly within. Whiteness is an institutionalized system of power, 
says Robin DiAngelo. It’s integral to a worldview that normal-
izes the domination of whites over people of color. The perva-
siveness of this bias tends to elude notice for white people, she 
observed, because it’s carried through cultural practices that 
tend to be unmarked and unnamed.1

Wealth supremacy tends also to be unmarked and 
unnamed, dwelling so deep in our culture as to be impercep-
tible. History helps us to see such things. As T. S. Eliot said, 
history gives us a “perception not only of the pastness of the 
past, but of its presence.”2 

Wealth supremacy and capital bias did not spring sui generis 
into our culture with the advent of tech billionaires, nor even 
with the dawn of the Industrial Revolution. This bias carries 
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the mindset of centuries past that infused the world of Great 
Britain and America into which capitalism was birthed—the 
world where Black bodies were treated as property; where 
women were not citizens and largely forbidden to own prop-
erty; where the white, male, propertied elite in England’s Par-
liament made themselves the preeminent power in 1688 as 
they unseated one king and chose another. It’s no accident that 
the founders of capitalism are described as robber “barons” 
and “kings” of capital. The aim of these wealthy men was not to 
subvert the privileges of the landed class but to replicate those 
privileges for themselves. 

The worldview of the British propertied elite was one where 
British theorist Edmund Burke—the philosophical father of 
conservatism—scorned the “seditious” doctrine of democracy, 
that “delusive, gypsey” right of the people to govern themselves. 
The nation’s property owners represented the “settled, per-
manent substance” of the nation, Burke asserted; hence, the 
wealthy were the rightful rulers. If the “swinish multitude”—
the hairdresser, the candlemaker—were permitted to rule, it 
would “pervert the natural order of things.”3 

The very idea of democracy, Burke feared, could have “the 
pernicious consequence of destroying all docility” in those 
unsuited for citizenship. The lower orders were to be kept in 
their places. And those lower orders, as historian Don Herzog 
noted, explicitly included women, Black people, Jewish people, 
and workers.4

As the social compact of Burke’s day was narrated by the 
landed class, the world of business and investing in our day is 
narrated by the capitalist class—by the owners and managers 
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of wealth. It’s a world built on the logic of a particular set of 
concepts, which tend to be seen as the natural order of things, 
something akin to the law of gravity. 

To master the language and mindset of these concepts is 
to enter the symbolic order of finance and business; to ques-
tion these notions is to risk being branded an unsophisticated 
outsider. 

These concepts are wrapped in myths—the deep myths 
of our property regime. When we unmask them, we see how 
each invisibly encodes capital bias, and how the soul of these 
myths is rooted in the predemocratic world of aristocracy and 
empire. 

The Myths of Wealth Supremacy

The Myth of Maximizing  No amount of financial wealth 
is ever enough. We call this “return on investment.” It is ide-
ally maximum, limitless, and perpetual.

The Myth of Fiduciary Duty  The most sacred duty is that 
owed by the managers of wealth to the owners of wealth, the 
“fiduciary duty” to protect and expand capital, no matter the 
consequences to society or the planet. 

The Myth of Corporate Governance  Workers are not 
members of the corporation. In corporate governance, mem-
bership is reserved for capital owners, while workers are dis-
enfranchised and dispossessed.

The Myth of the Income Statement  Income to capital 
(“profit”) is always to be increased, while income to labor 

WealthSupremacy.indd   52WealthSupremacy.indd   52 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



- 53 -

PART II: THE MYTHS OF WEALTH SUPREMACY 

(“expense”) is always to be decreased. These are implicit rules 
of the income statement. 

The Myth of Materiality  Gains to capital are real (“mate-
rial”), while social and ecological damages are not real (not 
material) except to the extent they affect capital. This is 
among the rules of corporate and financial accounting. 

The Myth of the Free Market  Democracy is to be sub-
dued, for it is the enemy of the independence and power of 
wealth. There shall be no limits on the field of action of cor-
porations and capital. We call this a “free market.”

The Myth of Takings  The first duty of government is the 
protection of wealth. The US Constitution prohibits “tak-
ings” from the propertied elite, while that elite may take from 
others at will.
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NO AMOUNT OF WEALTH 

IS EVER ENOUgH

The Myth of Maximizing

Remembering Descartes, I set out to  
doubt everything I had been taught.

—MARION MILNER

“ IN DREAMS BEGIN RESPONSIBILITIES,” wrote W. B. Yeats. If 
Europe once dreamed of colonization as a benevolent civilizing force, 
today we dream of ever-expanding “wealth creation” as similarly 
benign—portfolios swelling forever, rational, clean, wondrous. 

Suffused throughout the culture, such a dream creates a veneer of 
truth. It seems possible that such a magical machine might exist—and 
look, there it is: MacKenzie Scott, ex-wife of Amazon founder Jeff 
Bezos, giving away $8.5 billion in less than a year and ending up with 
more wealth than she began with.1 What could be wrong with such 
abundance? In it we hear murmurs of something soothing about our 
world. Magic is real, if only we too could touch its hem. 

In business and investing—the world where the dream of wealth 
creation is operationalized—the myth takes on a harder edge. It is 
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expressed as a core purpose, a central system design rule that must be 
followed. It’s taught in business schools as a kind of commandment: 
the goal of business management is maximizing returns to shareholders. 
In investing, the myth is often expressed as creating maximum risk- 
adjusted returns, the assumed purpose of portfolio management. 

This is the myth of maximizing. 

THE MYTH OF MAXIMIZING

No amount of financial wealth is ever enough. We call this “return on 

investment.” It is ideally maximum, limitless, and perpetual.

This myth embodies the core system design element of reverence for 
wealth. We see the mythic quality of this belief in the way our culture 
rarely looks upon wealth accumulation as we might look upon, say, 
gluttons gorging on food. No, rich people insatiably ingesting finan-
cial income is good. Perhaps the ultimate good. 

This myth is reinforced by asset owners like foundations, pension 
funds, and university endowments, as well as asset managers like the 
giant BlackRock, and us ourselves, as they and we look at investment 
statements and shift assets away from those “performing poorly,” or 
abandon mutual funds and investment advisors that “underperform” 
benchmarks. 

Maximizing is the norm around which the entire system is orga-
nized. The myth of its beneficence, its necessity, is in the air, captur-
ing and infusing our thinking. When maximizing is going well, when 
we’re on its winning side, it can induce a kind of delirium, like alco-
holic bliss, so intoxicating as to put us in a state of amnesia about the 
real world, other people, all that actually matters. 

We know the face of maximizing best in the guise of billionaires, 
a phenomenon not limited to the US, Britain, Japan, and other clas-
sically capitalist nations. It’s virtually worldwide. Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine was spawned by a billionaire, Vladimir Putin, entwined with 
billionaire oligarchs. Nominally communist China has more than one 
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hundred billionaires in its top advisory group and legislature.2 Bei-
jing has more billionaires than any city in the world.3 Donald Trump 
played a billionaire on TV. The Koch network of dark money is about 
billionaires marshalling the wealth of other billionaires. It may not be 
an overstatement to say billionaires rule the world. 

Elon Musk—at one point the world’s richest person—in a single 
year of the COVID pandemic gained some $118 billion. Mind you, 
that was what he gained, not his total wealth. In the same year, the 
United Nations estimated that 150 million people fell into poverty.4 

Still, the insidiousness of maximizing lies not simply in its pursuit 
by those we comfortably regard as villains. The danger is in how max-
imizing is embedded at the core of a global system—and in the myths 
we unwittingly embrace in our own hearts that validate that system. 

Gigantism and Elephantiasis 

Looking into these three words—maximum, limitless, perpetual—we see 
how the principle of maximizing mimics the worldview of imperialism. 

To extract maximum amount from each possession, each colony, 
each asset, means taking from wherever and whomever you can to 
benefit the self, and to benefit others in the small elite holding sub-
stantial wealth. In the East India Company, this principle was in 
force as the company looted the entire treasury of Bengal, sending it 
down the Ganges in one hundred boats, in a financial coup that dou-
bled the company’s share price on the London Stock Exchange over-
night. That was one act in the fifty-year process by which a for-profit 
corporation—“an empire within an empire,” as one of its directors put 
it—enriched shareholders by reducing India to a British possession, 
extracting from it every conceivable ounce of wealth.5 

Milking each asset to the extreme: that’s the first part of maxi-
mizing. Then, the quantity and kind of assets also need to limitlessly 
expand. The capture of the entire globe was the aim of European 
empire. Under the explosive power of the Industrial Revolution, with 
its relentless seeking of raw materials and new markets, European 
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colonial powers entered their final convulsive spasm of “New Impe-
rialism” growth—until by 1914, they controlled 85 percent of the 
globe as colonies and possessions. This expansionist surge included 
the bloody scramble for Africa, as Europeans captured virtually that 
entire continent within three to four decades, crushing Indigenous 
cultures with consequences that endure to this day.6 In this global-
izing impulse we see the deeply entwined nature of what Guyanese 
intellectual Walter Rodney termed the “capitalist/imperialist system.”7 

Today, finance capital seeks similarly to limitlessly extend itself. 
Historian James Belich referred to this ethos as the Anglo propensity 
to “gigantism” and “elephantiasis.”8 

Cecil Rhodes, a master of empire as well as a capitalist entrepre-
neur, exemplified this spirit as he led his private army on military 
expeditions, almost singlehandedly expanding the British empire by 
450,000 square miles, an area larger than Texas and California com-
bined. He also personally claimed dominion over the mineral riches 
of Africa, acquiring diamond mines on land forcibly taken by the 
British from African peoples. In the process, Rhodes accumulated 
one of the greatest fortunes in the world, becoming chairman of the 
De Beers diamond company, which into the early twenty-first century 
exercised monopoly control over the global diamond trade. Today, De 
Beers operates in thirty-five countries, with 2022 revenues of $6.6 bil-
lion, still based in substantial part on extracting from former British 
colonies such as Botswana, Namibia, and South Africa.9

For Rhodes, even the planet itself was too small. He told a jour-
nalist of his sadness that nearly all the globe had been colonized. 
Foreshadowing the era when billionaires Richard Branson, Jeff Bezos, 
and Elon Musk would seek to rocket themselves into space, Rhodes 
pointed to the stars and said, “I would annex the planets if I could.”10 

So, as assets are milked to the extreme and as their reach expands 
without limit, even to the stars, then the system adds a third element: 
these processes ideally continue without cease, perpetually. We see this 
in our cultural myth that portfolios of assets grow beyond the death of 
their owner, generation upon generation, into some hoped-for infinity. 
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Thus the right of capital extraction is understood to be, like the divine 
right of kings, eternal. 

Maximizing R Us

If billionaires are the masters of maximizing, the myth of maximiz-
ing—telling us how normal it is—is far more widely embraced. Max-
imizing is the game played by CEOs who once rolled in the clover 
of compensation 20 times average worker pay, then pushed for more 
until it reached the ludicrous heights of 350 times worker pay.11 

Maximizing is the game of landlords raising rents 30 percent amid 
the COVID pandemic.12 Maximizing is the college enjoying endow-
ment gains of 65 percent one year, while its board didn’t appear to 
ask: Where did all this come from, and what havoc was wreaked to 
obtain it?13 

Maximizing is the S&P 500—the largest, most iconic companies 
in the US—bringing in aggregate investor gains of a jaw-dropping 
29 percent in 2021, while these companies’ asset value was growing 
because they were swallowing other businesses, buying out compet-
itors, locking in near-monopoly power in sector after sector. Mean-
while, we were busy sliding our investments into index funds, hoping 
to see those innocent numbers rise without cease.14

Maximizing is the collective madness that drives the repetitive cre-
ation of stock market bubbles, which always burst—each crash bigger 
than the last—even as we keep revving the machine back up. We’re in 
need of that fix. 

So, yes, maximizing is widely practiced, but the fact that it’s widely 
accepted is what marks it as a cultural bias. At work is the finance-colored 
lens that defines normality, lulling us into accepting the unacceptable. 
As the investment portfolios of billionaires rise, say, 7 percent—bring-
ing $70 million in new wealth for each billion—our tiny portfolios of, 
say, $100,000, rise an “equal” amount of 7 percent, bringing us $7,000. 
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Thus we delight at the crumbs we get, while the wealthy gorge them-
selves at the banquet table. 

There is a kind of blindness to others at the heart of maximizing. 
In Rhodes’s day, this took the form of a virulent, institutionalized 
racism. When Rhodes became prime minister of the Cape Colony 
in southern Africa, he believed Indigenous Africans in the colony 
should be governed, as he wrote, as “a subject race.”15 For Rhodes’s 
role in governing the Cape Colony, South African writer Stan 
Winer, echoing other critics, dubbed him “the architect of apartheid 
fascism.”16 

If inferior races were a myth at the heart of the imperialist world-
view, at the heart of our capital-centric worldview today stands the 
myth of the isolated self, which tells us we exist apart from the com-
munity that nourishes us, separate from the natural world that makes 
our life possible. The image is of a self with a bottomless need for 
aggrandizement, protection, comfort. In the grip of such obsession—
what Buddhists call the spirit of a “hungry ghost” that can never be 
satisfied—the “other” becomes an object, the purpose of which is to 
enrich the grasping self.

The natural world itself, in this view, becomes an object to be mas-
tered. As historian Duncan Bell has observed, this view of nature by 
imperialists was intimately entwined with racism; they believed that 
their demonstrated power over the natural world endowed the Anglo-
Saxon people with a moral mission to govern the “inferior” races, who 
were “incapable of generating such Promethean feats.”17 

In the gaze of this self-aggrandizing mind, this ravenously hungry 
heart, reality recedes. And such blindness is now institutionalized in 
the capital-centric system of our time. What we are not shown, as 
we look at our investment statements, are the Amazon warehouses 
teeming with workers denied sufficient bathroom breaks, mom-and-
pop businesses driven under, animals held all their lives in the cruel 
confinement of Big Ag farms, ocean ecosystems laid waste by oil 
drilling. Such reality does not appear to us in the bloodless math of 
portfolio gains.
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Profit Making vs. Profit Maximizing

Organizing economic activity this way isn’t necessary, any more than 
sexism is a necessary way of being a man. 

A useful distinction is that between companies that are profit 
making and those that are profit maximizing. The need for a business 
to make a profit is real, as I came to appreciate in the years I ran Busi-
ness Ethics. I incorporated that company as a C corporation, not a non-
profit, because I wanted to experience the pressures all businesspeople 
feel. I started out wanting to run the coolest company, bringing toys to 
staff meetings—tiny racecars with sticky wheels that raced down the 
wall. It quickly dawned on me that unless we had more money coming 
in than going out, we wouldn’t have a business at all. My cofounder, 
Miriam Kniaz, and I called this our “conversion experience.” We 
became devoted to revenue. 

Still, we never believed anything goes. Our associate publisher, 
Jean Madson, who brought in two-thirds of our revenue via advertis-
ing and corporate sponsorships, had gotten her senior prom canceled 
in order to organize a Vietnam War protest. She insisted we not sell 
sponsorships to weapons makers, and that became our policy. Since 
some of those firms would have loved to run ads in an ethics maga-
zine, we may have left an annual six figures’ worth of revenue on the 
table—revenue we desperately needed. But we had limits.

We only did what many good businesspeople do, and what my dad 
had done. My father ran a small business as a supplier to the printing 
trade. When a long-term employee—the father of a young man I went 
to grade school with—became fatally ill, Dad kept him on the payroll 
long after the man stopped working. I remember how my father ago-
nized when he couldn’t afford to do so any longer.

Over two decades as a journalist at Business Ethics, I witnessed 
something starkly different: the less-than-human, extractive process 
that kicks in as companies pass beyond control by the human heart, 
when they shift from profit making to profit maximizing. It’s like the 
difference between social drinking and being an alcoholic, or between 
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politely eating a plate of hors d’oeuvre versus absconding with the 
entire platter. 

The relentless process of maximizing tends to kick in when capital 
comes into control. Numbers step into the driver’s seat and harms 
recede. (What great hors d’oeuvres you brought home, honey!) Maxi-
mizing revs up when firms go public (as shares begin trading on public 
stock markets), and when firms are sold to larger competitors or to 
private equity. In all these transactions, companies often lose their 
soul, becoming objects for financial extraction. 

Social Mission Snuffed Out

It took me years to understand how universal this process is. How 
insidious. It first hit me on April 12, 2000, the day the Ben & Jerry’s 
board felt forced by law to sell the premier socially oriented firm in 
America to multinational Unilever, against the wishes of cofounder 
and CEO Ben Cohen. In the years following, Ben & Jerry’s social mis-
sion began to seep away, as Unilever laid off one in five B&J employees 
and stopped donating 7.5 percent of profits to the Ben & Jerry’s Foun-
dation. I’d interviewed Cohen and gone to gatherings of the Social 
Venture Network we both were part of, where I slept on a trundle bed 
in crowded staffer rooms because I couldn’t afford the luxury hotels. 
I’d profiled him and other social entrepreneurs like Jeff Hollender of 
Seventh Generation, Greg Steltenpohl of Odwalla juice, and Paul 
Hawken of the natural gardening firm Smith & Hawken. I watched 
over the years as, one by one, companies like these were sucked into 
capital control.

Hawken—who went on to write The Ecology of Commerce—and his 
cofounder, Dave Smith, painfully witnessed how the sale of their firm 
to the wrong hands meant loss of social mission. Smith & Hawken was 
sold again and again, ending up in the hands of Scotts Miracle-Gro, 
after which Smith told friends to stop shopping there. When Scotts 
later shut the firm down, both founders expressed relief. Today the 
hollowed-out name of Smith & Hawken is a brand at Target.18 
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I’ve seen this story play out countless times. Of course, individu-
als and families can maximize just as ruthlessly as big capital. When 
Purdue Pharma pushed its deadly sales of OxyContin, it was privately 
held, controlled by one family, the Sacklers. 

Yet when capital takes control, greed becomes nonoptional. 
Maximizing becomes virtually mandatory—kicking into overdrive, 
on autopilot. Investor demand for an endless more squeezes even 
CEOs at the largest firms. At publicly traded companies, CEOs who 
deliver for shareholders are made fabulously wealthy. Those who 
don’t are fired.19 

Feeding Businesses into the Mouth of Big Capital

Since I moved on from Business Ethics, I’ve come to see that capital 
snuffing out social mission is just the tip of the deeper problem. Virtu-
ally all successful businesses end up in the maw of finance. 

There’s a conveyor belt constantly functioning, which works like 
this: No founder lives forever. Fewer than one in three passes their 
business to family. Of these, only 12 percent of family firms make it 
to the third generation.20 Once a founder retires or dies, most small 
businesses close. The rest are sold—often to competitors, some to pri-
vate equity. They become morsels of extraction, often sold over and 
over, as Smith & Hawken was, until the original life is snuffed out. 
Whatever impulse for human betterment motivated the founder in 
that garage, profit maximizing devours that impulse. 

The conveyor belt can take decades. But it feeds virtually all suc-
cessful firms into the mouth of capital. Where maximizing takes over.

Sometimes a healthy, life-serving alternative prevails. Here’s 
one story. 

Coming to Our Senses

My former colleague Sarah Stranahan and I were hosting a cocktail 
reception in Manhattan, the night before an event we’d organized 
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for what we called “next-generation private enterprises,” companies 
with a living mission of serving the public good, owned broadly by 
workers. We’d won a research grant to study the relationship between 
worker ownership and ecological outcomes, and we’d stumbled upon 
something bigger: the potential future of enterprise design. We iden-
tified fifty-plus companies that were employee-owned benefit corpo-
rations—firms like Eileen Fisher, Clif Bar, King Arthur Flour, and 
Cooperative Home Care Associates—delivering demonstrably posi-
tive impact for the environment and workers.21 These were successful 
companies that were living systems, designed to be beneficial to the 
environment and to workers. The design worked. 

Fifty people, mostly top executives, came to our event, one of 
whom was Mandy Cabot, the founder of Dansko shoe company, a 
worker-owned B Corporation. I’d known Mandy since my Business 
Ethics days but had lost touch. We embraced like lost friends. When 
I asked what she was doing now, she said with a laugh, “I bought a 
rainforest.”

I later reached out for an interview, finding her at home in Belize, 
where she and her husband, Peter, had moved during COVID. Since 
selling Dansko, she and Peter—Mandy in her late sixties, Peter in 
his seventies—were looking for impact investments. They’d often 
traveled to Belize and were thinking of buying a little farm in the 
mountains there. A broker told them one day of a rainforest on the 
verge of being sold to a developer. “You better sit down because it’s a 
big one,” he said. 

It turned out to be 27,500 acres, bordering three preserved areas, 
including a jaguar preserve. The parcel Mandy and Peter were consid-
ering contained an abandoned farm with a factory for making coconut 
oil. They fell in love. “It’s the mother of all impact investments,” Mandy 
said with a laugh. Ten percent of the land had been previously farmed, 
and they began rehabilitating that farm, using permaculture and 
regenerative agriculture. Much of the rest they turned into the new 
Silk Grass Wildlife Preserve, a nonprofit that today owns 30 percent 
of the farm and factory, and one day will own it all. Mandy’s aim is to 
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make the farm and factory profitable enough to sustain the preserve 
with income in perpetuity. Belizeans—a majority of them women, at 
Mandy’s insistence—will control the boards of the preserve and the 
company. The complex could one day sustain two hundred good jobs.

“We’re designing it all so it’s scalable,” Mandy said. Not scalable as 
in creating maximum financial wealth, but scalable in creating living 
depth and breadth: leaving the soil healthier, building biodiversity, 
supporting pollinators, “allowing all those natural ecosystems to func-
tion at their best,” she said. 

One day Mandy met with Will Raap. Now deceased, he was 
the founder of another company, Gardener’s Supply, that is also an 
employee-owned benefit corporation (a natural gardening firm that, 
unlike Smith & Hawken, has preserved its ecological mission to this 
day). He told Mandy: “Young lady, I have one word for you. Biochar. It 
really will save mankind.” Biochar will take tons of biowaste from the 
farm (coconut shells, citrus peel, avocado pits), and through pyrolysis, 
turn it into briquets that will sequester carbon for thousands of years, 
while serving as a beneficial soil amendment.

“There’s so much circularity in all this,” Mandy told me. “It’s like we 
hit the jackpot. This really is the grand finale we’re so lucky to have.” 

There was a time Mandy had nearly sold Dansko to Timberland 
for $100 million, but she stepped back at the last minute. She sold 
later to employees, probably for somewhat less money. Much of the 
capital she and Peter received they’re investing in Silk Grass, creating 
something to be held in trust for the community, for the rainforest, 
for the jaguars. 

Mandy was born into a family with what she called “robber baron” 
wealth, and she spoke of how inefficient it was to pile up capital, then 
give some away at the end. “Wouldn’t it be way more efficient” to use 
your business to do good, she asked. “And certainly fun, right?” Her 
story is a reminder that being wealthy doesn’t make someone a bad 
person; we need not shun wealth. It’s a tool for doing enormous good, 
particularly when used to build a system that will never again allow 
massive wealth to accumulate in few hands. 
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At Dansko, the employee-owned benefit corporation, Mandy used 
business to create wealth for workers and broad social benefits. Silk 
Grass is bigger. It’s using investment, profit, trust ownership, regener-
ative agriculture, local governance—working together, as a system, to 
create flourishing, ongoing, living wealth. 

In system design terms, it’s a microcosm of a system built around 
the purpose of reverence for life. In terms of ownership, the rainforest 
will own itself, through a trust, with governance by local stewards—
with profits feeding its ongoing life, not being extracted out. Account-
ability for success will mean the ongoing, thriving life of the rainforest, 
and the financial life of the trust itself.

Other entrepreneurs would say Mandy is leaving money on the 
table. “What would you say to them?” I asked her. “How much more 
do you need than enough? Enough is enough,” she said. Mandy and 
Peter have left their children an inheritance. They live comfortably. 
And they’re sinking loads into Silk Grass—including years of their 
lives—building something they won’t own in the end. What she and 
Peter are interested in, she said, is “what gives you the deepest sense 
of joy in your life.” 

I saw a piece of that joy, as Mandy shared on Facebook a video of 
dozens of baby sea turtles, which she’d worked with others to nurture, 
being released to the sea. 

One day, it may be that our culture looks back to find that the mania 
for maximizing was one of those mass delusions that lost its hold. 
Writing of other such delusions—the witch mania, the obsession 
with alchemy, the bizarre custom of duels—Charles Mackay, in 
Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds, famously 
observed: “Men, it is said, think in herds; it will be seen that they go 
mad in herds, while they only recover their senses more slowly, and 
one by one.” 

Mandy, I imagine, has indeed left loads of money on the table. 
Another way of putting it: she found a better use for that money.
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6
EXPANDINg WEALTH IS 
A SACRED OBLIgATION

The Myth of Fiduciary Duty

IF MAXIMIZING GAINS FOR capital is the way things are in our 
system—the norm around which the entire system is organized—
how does this airy ideal become functional in the world? What gives 
clout to the dream? This brings us to a second core myth, which goes 
by the oddly innocent name of fiduciary duty. 

THE MYTH OF FIDUCIARY DUTY

The most sacred duty is that owed by the managers of wealth to the owners 

of wealth, the “fiduciary duty” to protect and expand capital, no matter 

the consequences to society or the planet.

Now, admittedly, this little phrase seems boringly technical. A big 
so-what. But it matters hugely. In fact, it may matter more than any-
thing else in today’s ongoing, silent, relentless creation of economic 
injustice. Stay with me a moment as I explain why.
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A fiduciary, quite simply, is someone who acts on another’s behalf. 
When you place investments in a mutual fund or with a registered 
investment advisor, they have a fiduciary duty to act in your inter-
ests. The boards of pension funds are similarly investing other people’s 
money, and are to act in the interests of those beneficiaries, not in the 
interests of the directors themselves. Fiduciary duties include a duty of 
care (a duty to pay attention, stay on top of materials provided, not fall 
asleep during board meetings) and a duty of loyalty (to put the client 
or organization’s interests first and not spend their funds on a cousin’s 
crackpot scheme or a personal vacation in the Bahamas). 

Fiduciary relationships often involve the investment of assets, but 
not always. The attorney-client relationship is also a fiduciary one, 
because our lawyer is obligated to act in our interests. Directors of 
corporations are bound by fiduciary duties, because our system sees 
corporations as objects owned by shareholders. Not every investment 
relationship is a fiduciary one. A broker executing trades at a client’s 
direction is not bound by fiduciary duties; that broker may try to sell 
you investment products not in your best interests so as to generate 
high fees to line their own pocket.

The general understanding of fiduciary duty is that it requires a 
trustee or investment manager to maximize gains for capital, disre-
garding the interests of other parties. Whether that is actually, legally, 
the requirement is subject to debate. I’ll return to this later in this 
chapter. For now, let’s just say many sophisticated legal and financial 
experts find the maximizing mandate to be highly questionable, or 
plain wrong. 

But it is the myth. Many directors believe this myth, which seems to 
tell them: your hands are tied; your job is to protect and grow capital 
a maximum amount and think of nothing else. 

Sorry, Hands Are Tied

It’s important to unpack two different meanings tucked into the myth 
of fiduciary duty. One of these is actually benign. Here I mean the 
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simple duties of care and of loyalty: the obligation to pay attention 
and to be prudent, not reckless, in making decisions. 

These fiduciary duties are real. They are serious. And they are 
necessary.

But there’s something else lurking here. Something nonobvious, 
for which fiduciary duty is a marvelous hiding place. That some-
thing else is capital bias: the idea that wealth holders matter and no 
one else does. That the wealthy have no obligation to anyone except 
themselves, and that when they hand their wealth to a fiduciary, that 
guardian’s sole obligation is to expand the wealth without limit, to a 
maximum extent—never looking at who is stepped on in the process. 

These days, individuals and institutions with substantial assets 
don’t manage their own investments. This is delegated to others. 
Self-interest turns a corner, if you will, so it’s no longer a matter of 
personal feelings (greed, cruelty, indifference, kindness); it’s about the 
technical duties owed by investment managers to a mass of assets. It’s 
about safeguarding other people’s money. 

Large investors—pension funds, foundation endowments, the 
portfolios of the wealthy managed by family offices—are seen as hold-
ing the ownership of the assets in question. That’s a key element of 
system design here. When they place these assets with others, that 
relationship is about honoring their property rights. That brings in 
a second system design element of accountability, tied to financial 
impact alone.

This arrangement leaves no one feeling responsible for harms done. 
Not the wealthy, who need not actually grind anyone’s face in the dirt; 
that work is done for them through multiple layers of intermediaries. 
Not corporate CEOs—they’re simply following their ethical obliga-
tion to their shareholders. Not board members; they’re only doing 
what attorneys and asset advisors instruct them is prudent. Certainly 
not the asset managers, who are obligated to serve clients above all.

The moral language of protection provides an ideal alibi for the 
damage inflicted by the pursuit of wealth, to which the players of 
power piously turn a blind eye. Sorry, hands are tied. 
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A New Hiding Place for Greed 

The fact that some of these players are becoming fabulously, inordi-
nately, obscenely rich is simply a side effect, we’re led to believe. And 
here we find something else tucked behind the shield of fiduciary duty: 
a new face of greed, vastly larger than the old face of greed. We know 
that the corporate world is rife with plunder, as tech company billion-
aires and corporate CEOs make out like bandits. When ProPublica 
looked at America’s four hundred highest earners, tech founders were 
way up there—people like Larry Ellison, founder of Oracle, and Jan 
Koum, cofounder of WhatsApp. But far more numerous among the 
four hundred were hedge fund managers. The top ten earners included 
hedge fund executives like Ken Griffin, founder of Citadel, and Jeffrey 
Yass, cofounder of Susquehanna International Group.1 

Wait. Susquehanna International Group? Who’s ever heard of this 
hedge fund or this guy, making $1.3 billion a year? If this makes you 
stop and wonder what’s going on, note well: hedge funds were the larg-
est group identified in the study, making up about one-fifth of the four 
hundred top earners. Also numerous were private equity managers. 
CEOs at the one hundred largest US companies were toddlers com-
pared to these guys; corporate CEOs make a median income of “only” 
$20 million a year. Yet Stephen Schwarzman, cofounder of the behe-
moth private equity firm Blackstone, enjoys an average yearly income 
of $782 million. Close to $1 billion rolling in, each year.2 

Where greed is hiding today most easily, and most massively, is in 
finance—camouflaged by the cloak of fiduciary duty. A vast shift has 
occurred that remains little understood. 

We know we’re long past the world of capitalists like Andrew Car-
negie and Cecil Rhodes. Yet we’re also beyond the world where corpo-
rate CEOs wield the real power. Power has passed to finance. We live 
in an unheralded new era of asset management capitalism.3 A world 
of big capital. The world of fiduciary capitalism. 

Wealth today shapes society and the planet with its relentless 
extraction, yet that wealth—in its anonymized, institutionalized form, 
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which today is its virtually universal form—is governed by fiduciaries. 
Their duties are now in many ways the ruling force of the system.

Greed Institutionalized at Planetary Scale

If every single tech billionaire, hedge fund manager, and CEO were 
abducted by aliens tonight, the system would barely notice. It would 
reconstitute itself with nary a ripple.

The same would happen if aliens abducted every member of every 
board of directors—the corporate directors, mutual fund directors, 
pension fund and foundation trustees, all of them. All those menacing 
“interlocking directorates” that leftists used to fret about back in the 
day. Forget them.

The matters these directors somberly contemplate are essentially 
decided before they walk into those walnut-paneled rooms. The seek-
ing of a maximum, limitless, eternal more for capital is suffused into 
the air of those boardrooms like a sleeping gas. It is diffused so widely 
into the cultural air, the sleepwalking quest has become the business 
not just of directors but of the global economy. 

If the wealth of a single billionaire is impossible for most of us mortals 
to comprehend, the wealth in the asset management system beggars 
the imagination. 

The mutual funds registered in the US that hold $27 trillion of 
our common assets are all bound by fiduciary duties. So too are tra-
ditional government pension plans—federal, state, and local—which 
hold some $13 trillion in assets, upon which firefighters and teachers 
rely. When high-net-worth individuals place assets with wealth man-
agers like the leviathan BlackRock ($10 trillion assets under manage-
ment, or AUM) or Vanguard ($8 trillion AUM), those relationships 
are fiduciary in nature. Trustees of foundation and university endow-
ments are fiduciaries of hundreds of billions of assets. Managers of 
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private equity funds, hedge funds, and venture capital funds are all 
bound by fiduciary duties.4

This world of financial assets that is now five times the size of 
GDP—churning and churning, endlessly extracting—is controlled by 
a dial that turns only one way, toward more. We’re told, and we believe, 
that the single moral obligation of the directors overseeing this vast 
machine is never to touch that dial. Leave it to the experts. Your hands 
are tied. 

Now, take a breath (or a slug of Scotch). Let’s consider what this 
means. 

The Terror of a World Built on Fiduciary Duty

What’s missing from this picture? Who is missing? Again imperialism 
provides an illuminating analogy. As Edward Said observed, theories of 
“proper order, good behavior, moral values” not only validate our world, 
they devalue other worlds.5 So it was that Teddy Roosevelt could wax 
eloquent about the manly need of the English race to settle the rugged 
American West, without a thought to the Native Americans bloodied 
and massacred as they were hounded out of ancestral homelands. 

Bias conceals those it excludes. They’re vanished from the imagi-
nation—sometimes out of malice, more often out of blindness. 

The implicit bias at work misses an obvious truth: when the obli-
gation to capital is the first obligation of directors, in effect it becomes 
the only obligation. Any other interest must fit itself within that frame. 
Social and ecological concerns may be given weight only when they 
serve the interests of capital. 

It is when we view the system from the underside—from the view 
of the powerless and dispossessed—that we begin to see the terror in 
a world built on fiduciary duty. 

Martin Luther King Jr. spoke of “the ‘thingification’ of the negro” 
that occurred in the property system of slavery.6 In the property 
system of fiduciary duty, capital bias thingifies the world; this mindset 
transforms whatever it can into an object for extraction. 
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In this, our finance system is indeed a worthy heir of imperialism, 
where entire nations were transformed into things, objects, posses-
sions of the wealthy of Europe. John Stuart Mill, a founding theorist 
of Western property norms, articulated the underlying property phi-
losophy of empire this way in his Principles of Political Economy:

These [outlying possessions of ours] are hardly to be looked upon 
as countries . . . but more properly as outlying agricultural or manu-
facturing estates belonging to a larger community. Our West Indian 
colonies, for example, cannot be regarded as countries with a pro-
ductive capital of their own . . . [but are rather] the place where 
England finds it convenient to carry on the production of sugar, 
coffee and a few other tropical commodities.7 

Mill is considered a classical liberal, known for advocating individ-
ual rights and actions that do the greatest good for the greatest number. 
Still, he wrote, “The sacred duties which civilized nations owe to the 
independence and nationality of each other, are not binding towards 
those to whom nationality and independence are certain evil, or at 
best a questionable good.” He assumed the backwardness of nations 
of color, recommending that India not be given independence.8 

Obligations binding on one front were not binding on another.9 
The genteel norms of the European landed class did not apply to the 
dark heathen abroad, nor to the unpropertied, unwashed masses at 
home. 

In our day, the obligations of loyalty and care due to asset holders 
are not afforded to workers or the environment. Amazon spent $4 
million to block the voice of workers at its Staten Island warehouse 
when Chris Smalls succeeded in organizing a union there. In multi-
ple anti-union meetings, the company called the organizers “thugs.” 
When organizers dropped off food and union materials, Amazon had 
them arrested for trespassing.10 

Even when worker rights are hard won, such as wage and hour 
laws, these protections are circumvented as corporations pursue 
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shareholder profits by sending jobs to low-wage nations. Virtually all 
major American clothing retailers, including Walmart, Calvin Klein, 
and Gap, have happily sourced garments from subcontractors in places 
like Honduras, where low-wage workers labor in export processing 
zones (EPZs), with factories humming behind walls topped by razor 
wire, as guards stand sentinel with guns. “The EPZ is an extraction 
unit,” the Guardian wrote, “just like the sugar plantations or bauxite 
mines that came before it.” EPZs throughout the Caribbean—pushed 
by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund—are colo-
nialism in modern guise.11 

Extraction of a different sort—extracting the ability of the ocean 
to support life—occurred as chemical manufacturers evaded US 
Superfund liability by sending production to less regulated places 
such as Asia so that shareholders could profit from the largely unreg-
ulated, low-cost dumping of hundreds of millions of gallons of 
untreated toxic chemical waste directly into waters that teem with 
life (or once did). 

This is not the corporate war on nature, nor the evasion of human 
rights, nor the colonization of the globe by profit-maximizing lords of 
humankind; no, this is the pursuit of the sacred obligation of fiduciary 
duty to safeguard other people’s money. 

The Hushed Heart of the Temple

Fiduciary duty pretends to necessity because it is a legal obligation. 
Yet when we see other legal obligations callously evaded by corpora-
tions and by capital while directors seem not to bat an eye, this offers 
us a clue. Something other than legality is operating, something more 
profound than sympathy, deeper even than bias. Something numi-
nous. A reverence close to awe. 

The tranquil boardrooms of fiduciaries overseeing tens of tril-
lions in assets are hushed places where one walks quietly, speaking 
in solemn tones, so as not to disturb the deity of wealth. It is a world, 
not incidentally, where white men hold power; of all US assets under 
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management, 98.6 percent are managed by firms owned by white 
men.12 Fiduciary duties are the only area of the economy where these 
sober men in sober clothes will be found uttering the word “sacred.” 

Consider, for example, a Stanford Law Review article published not 
long ago by professors from Harvard and Northwestern University. 
Discussing the duties of boards overseeing pension funds and port-
folios of other people’s money, they wrote that such board members 
are “subject to a sacred trust [emphasis added] known in the law as 
fiduciary duty.”13

Another context where one encounters a tone of absolutism is with 
corporate fiduciary duties. When a large corporation was urged to set 
up testing during the pandemic, a senior executive told an activist, 
“I’m not thinking about the public health benefits. My obligation is to 
our shareholders.”14 The invocation is final—an incantation intended 
to end conversation about any other potential obligations. 

Ending such conversations was certainly the aim of the law profes-
sors. Their article was about how to reconcile so-called ESG investing 
with fiduciary duty. The authors wrote that directors must act in the 
sole interest of beneficiaries, which makes it a violation of fiduciary 
duty to aim for “collateral benefit for third parties.” ESG investing is 
permissible, they concluded, only when it serves beneficiaries directly 
by “improving risk-adjusted return”—in other words, when it delivers 
that limitless more for capital.15

One does not hear CEOs invoke a sacred obligation to pay work-
ers fairly for the wealth they create, nor a moral obligation to protect 
the ecosystems on which all life depends, nor a patriotic duty to pay 
the taxes that enable our democratic communities to thrive. These 
ethical obligations are abrogated by any means possible. The primary 
moral duty the capitalist system internalizes as its own is the duty to 
wealth, to capital. 

Here’s how one massive fiduciary—State Street, a financial ser-
vices and bank holding company with $4.1 trillion AUM16— matter-
of-factly explains this stance. Cyrus Taraporevala, CEO of State 
Street Global Advisors, the investment management arm of State 
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Street Corporation, emphasized in an interview that the company’s 
commitment is to “value, not values”: 

And this is a difficult one because we all do have values. We’d love to 
espouse them, but when it comes to other people’s money, which we 
are the fiduciary for, we have to ask ourselves, how does this drive 
value? How does it either increase the returns or mitigate the risk? 
That is our North Star.17

What might those tiny little “values” be? Internationally recog-
nized norms of human rights like the right to join a trade union?18 
Preservation of the global climate on which all life depends? Avoiding 
tens of thousands of pandemic deaths? Such “collateral benefit[s] for 
third parties,” we are sternly warned by the law professors, must never 
interfere with the serious business at hand: keeping that dial turned 
toward risk-adjusted more.

The Contract of Eternal Society

If we inquire why fiduciary duties evoke a kind of awe, the reason 
seems to be that in the Western tradition, property rights are con-
sidered sacred. Property rights are the deep, untouchable source of 
conservative power—the sanctuary of law and tradition that for mil-
lennia protected the monarchy and aristocracy, the sanctuary of fidu-
ciary duty where the Stephen Schwarzmans of our time stand as high 
priests. 

In the eighteenth century, Edmund Burke valorized the social 
order where the propertied class holds highest place, for as he put it, 
“the property of the nation is the nation.” The power to perpetuate 
property is “that which tends the most to the perpetuation of society 
itself.” This social order is protected, he wrote, by “the great primeval 
contract of eternal society” that binds posterity “to the end of time.” 
Retain a “potent monarchy” and a “spirited nobility,” Burke wrote, and 
you will have “a protected, satisfied, laborious, and obedient people.”19 

The laws of property Burke revered were harsh. A peasant caught 
stealing a sheep could be executed. Slaves were brutalized and worked 
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to death, children torn from mothers and sold. The poor were held in 
contempt. In some parishes, paupers were treated as livestock, twenty 
men drawing wagons while harnessed together.20 Property in that 
world, said British legal theorist William Blackstone, conferred on 
the owner “sole and despotic dominion.”21 A terrifying phrase if ever 
there was one.

Today, the monarchy is largely gone. What remains of Burke’s 
world is its notion of property.

If we feel a kind of confusion, disorientation, and fear around 
questioning the rules of fiduciary duty—a fog of miasma, where 
change feels murky, impossible, unwise—it is a signal we have entered 
the predemocratic mind. It is a mind where political judgments are 
disguised, submerged. “Value, not values.” It is a world not designed 
to be changed. An eternal social order we are severely warned against 
questioning.

A New Enlightenment

In the world of property, the lot of the majority of us is one of subor-
dination, inferiority, and enforced silence. This is our intended role, as 
laborious and obedient people. Remarkably, this acquiescence extends 
often to directors themselves—even to wealthy investors, who often 
feel intimidated into silence. 

That silence is being broken, more and more, by new theories 
and interpretations that are beginning to be voiced and find early 
acceptance.

One of the oldest alternative interpretations of fiduciary duty is 
that of “universal ownership,” a term coined in 1995 by Nell Minow 
and Bob Monks, who observed that institutional investors own such 
a broad range of assets that they effectively own the economy. “When 
you own everything, you don’t want everything to go to hell”—that’s 
how ImpactAlpha described this “emerging doctrine” in a recent story, 
observing how this view was finding increasing uptake. Among its 
adherents are people like Hiro Mizuno, until recently chief investment 
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officer for Japan’s Government Pension Investment Fund, which has 
$1.75 trillion in assets.22

Another influential theory, articulated by corporate governance 
scholars Margaret Blair and the late Lynn Stout, is the concept of team 
production. They argue that shareholders do not in fact own corpora-
tions but only their shares. Directors’ obligation is to the corporation 
as a whole. And because multiple parties—including shareholders 
and employees—together produce profits, directors owe a fiduciary 
duty to these multiple parties, not simply to one party. The view has 
drawn wide attention among corporate governance scholars.23 

In The Shareholder Value Myth, Cornell law professor Stout with-
eringly dispatched the common misperception that corporate direc-
tors are obligated to maximize gains to shareholders: “Contrary to 
what many believe, US corporate law does not impose any enforceable 
legal duty on corporate directors or executives of public corporations 
to maximize profits or share price.”24 

Let that sink in for a moment: fiduciary duty does not require 
corporate directors to maximize gains for shareholders—“contrary to 
what many believe.” 

A still larger rethinking is the emerging view of “intergener-
ational” fiduciary duties, which builds on the concept of intergen-
erational equity articulated in international conventions, such as 
the UN Brundtland Commission Report (1987), which famously 
defined sustainable development, and the Paris Agreement on cli-
mate change (2015).25 

In this line of thinking, Arjya Majumdar of Jindal Global Law 
School in Delhi argues that since corporations have perpetual life, 
directors have a duty to preserve the corporation for future share-
holders. This requires the preservation of natural resources on which 
corporations depend.26

The evolution of directors’ duties is happening not only in theory 
but in law. In Europe in particular, new legislation enacted or in the 
pipeline for the European Union aims to set standards for corporations 
to require effective protection of the environment and human rights.27 
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Yet while there are stirrings of hope, change often fails to go deep 
enough, fails to challenge the core rights of capital. Consider the lim-
ited way progress often articulates itself. The powerful Mizuno in 
Japan, who is one of the most vocal advocates for the theory of univer-
sal ownership, has organized other institutional investors to pressure 
asset managers like State Street to manage the “negative externalities” 
created by the companies they invest in. Urging such activity, he argued, 
“We want to make sure the capital market is sustainable for the long 
term.”28 As though the highest goal is preserving capital markets. Sigh.

Capital in Service to Real People 

What if we began from a different place? What if we stopped talking 
about preserving capital markets and turned the question around: 
What is the purpose of capital in the real world? What if we stood with 
regular people, the excluded, the dispossessed, and asked what they 
need and how capital can be of service to them? 

Regular people like Randy B. of Spencer, Massachusetts, who was 
struggling with his mortgage when his wife was diagnosed with a rare 
form of Parkinson’s disease and bills were piling up. Investors used 
capital to aid him, through BlueHub of Boston, a large and successful 
CDFI with more than $1 billion in AUM chartered to serve the dis-
advantaged. BlueHub bought Randy’s mortgage and negotiated with 
his lender. It sold the home back to Randy, with a mortgage he could 
afford, where the principal on his loan was reduced.29

In more than one thousand cases like this, BlueHub has helped 
families avoid foreclosure, with principal balances reduced typically 
between 28 and 38 percent. Since 2009, when this Stabilizing Urban 
Neighborhoods (SUN) Initiative was launched in the teeth of the 
mortgage meltdown, families have retained $100 million in equity 
that would have otherwise been extracted from them by big capital. 
These were people in the final stages of foreclosure, close to eviction, 
who had already lost the titles to their homes. The initiative has been 
so successful in Massachusetts, it’s been rolled out in eleven states.30 
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Investors in the SUN program make annual returns of around 2 
to 3 percent, with low risk. Their purpose is not maximizing gains, but 
aiding the disadvantaged, enabling lives of dignity, while receiving rea-
sonable returns. This is what prudent investing in a democratic econ-
omy looks like. Unlike philanthropic dollars, investor dollars used in 
the SUN program are repaid and thus recycled over and over again, 
amplifying their impact over time.

In terms of system design, the SUN program is a new architecture 
built around a living purpose, its rollout to multiple states representing 
a new infrastructure in formation. It isn’t perfect. It’s not Santa Claus. 
While homeowners enjoy principal reduction, they’re also required to 
share some appreciation of their home’s price with the lender. Some 
borrowers in the program have found that unfair and sued.31 

Still, BlueHub is an organization I admire, and the principle at 
work here seems the right one. If we had a democratic economy, this 
is how the entire 2008 meltdown could have been handled—all the 
genius and might of finance deployed on behalf of we the people.
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THE UNSEEN UNDERSIDE 

OF WEALTH

It’s About Extracting from the Rest of Us 

THE PRISTINE, SANITIZED, REVERENT world of wealth—its 
need to be perpetually maximized, to have its risks minimized, to 
be universally protected through fiduciary duty—all of this is a self- 
referential system that perceives its rules and customs as morally right. 
It is a system so focused on benefit to wealth that it becomes blind to 
impact on others. 

The underside of “wealth creation” is that it often involves excess 
extraction from others. Here’s how it works.

We think of wealth as a pile of money, like a stash of gold. But 
that’s not how it functions in the era of asset management capitalism. 
Wealth is invested. It becomes capital, money that must limitlessly 
grow. Investments are about staking claims, finding places to put cap-
ital that will allow it to become bigger, to yield a return. 

Financial assets function as claims and obligations. Every asset 
held by one person is a claim against someone else. A house is a real 
thing; a mortgage is a claim against its value, an obligation owed by 
the homeowner to the bank, and indirectly to the bank’s shareholders. 
A municipal bond is a claim on the tax income of a city. A share of 
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stock is a claim on the value of a company. Credit card debt is a claim 
against your checkbook.

If our system were functioning normally, as it did decades ago, 
these claims would be manageable. Having a mortgage allows us to 
buy a home when we lack the assets to pay for it in advance. All good. 
But wait. 

As we saw in chapter 2, financial assets today have swollen far beyond 
normal size. The world today is awash in financial capital, the liquid, 
contemporary version of property. In our property regime, this means 
the system’s center of gravity has shifted away from the real economy of 
homes and small companies and jobs, and moved up into the sphere of 
finance. The power of that world, the world of wealth and the wealthy, 
has increased. Its extraction from the rest of us has grown dramatically. 

We’re the Donkey the Wealthy Are Riding

This state of affairs is apparent when we look at financial assets in 
aggregate, at the system level. In 2021, the stock market reached 205 
percent of US economic output.1 The same year, global debt reached 
more than 350 percent of global GDP.2 In early 2022, according to 
the US Federal Reserve, total domestic financial assets stood at five 
times GDP.3 

If you now feel like laying your head on a pillow and dozing, wait. 
Bear with me as I unpack these numbers. 

GDP represents the real economy, the world of jobs and purchas-
ing, all the flows of income and spending. Sitting atop this real econ-
omy is the sphere of finance, the world of capital, which in the US is 
now five times the size of the real economy (refer back to figure 2.1). 
This matters. This, in fact, hurts—because it means the wealthy are 
placing more and more onerous claims on the rest of us. We’re paying 
more and more (or losing more and more) to keep their wealth grow-
ing. We’re the donkey the wealthy are riding.

Though often missing in the everyday discourse, financialization 
has been widely studied by many economists for decades. Even a 

WealthSupremacy.indd   82WealthSupremacy.indd   82 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



- 83 -

The Unseen Underside of Wealth

group of economists at the International Monetary Fund has recog-
nized its pernicious effect, with their body of research known as “Too 
Much Finance.”4

As economists Dirk Bezemer, Michael Hudson, and Howard Reed 
explain in a recent analysis commissioned by the organization where 
I work, the Democracy Collaborative, financialization is the diversion 
of financial flows away from production and consumption and toward 
asset markets. It means the system is now less about manufacturing 
stuff and more about manufacturing debt. Finance once was in service 
to communities, jobs, homes, family firms—making loans to small 
businesses, helping people buy houses, and so on. Now we’re in service 
to finance. Instead of having an economy designed to produce more 
value in the real world, for regular people, the economy’s machinery 
has been rejiggered to produce higher asset valuations.5 

Finance warps the system’s function away from usefulness in the 
real world—away from innovation, productivity growth, and widely 
shared income. Instead, as Bezemer and his colleagues put it, the asset 
becomes the basis of the economic system. The resulting revenue 
flows benefit the few.6 That minority—the wealthy and the financial 
industry that serves them—comes to dominate society.7 

In this state of affairs, extraction revs into overdrive. System rela-
tionships shift out of balance—most of us left owing, while a few col-
lect the bounty.

Much of the wealth of the 1 percent is debt owed by households 
and by governments.8 

That means, as our society watches the wealth of multimillionaires 
and billionaires magically expand as though out of thin air, much of 
that wealth is being extracted from the pockets of ordinary people and 
our taxpayer-financed governments. We’re painfully foregoing other 
spending options in order to pay the 1 percent.9 

Financial assets have become a burden, a giant sucking action 
squeezing consumer pocketbooks, creating unemployment, push-
ing housing prices to unreachable heights, creating monopolies that 
hobble family businesses, blocking our ability to tackle climate change, 
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destabilizing the economy with stock market booms and busts. And 
enabling billionaires to capture democracy.10 

In Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Thomas Piketty docu-
mented that the swelling income of the wealthy results in growing 
inequality for most everyone else. If economic growth is, say, around 2 
or 3 percent, while capital seeks to grow at 5 or 7 percent, the wealthy 
increase their income by extracting from others, through methods 
such as reducing income to labor. If my slice of the pie is growing 
much faster than the whole pie is growing, then your slice is getting 
smaller. Piketty showed this to be the truth of capitalism over two 
hundred years.11 

Today it’s true on steroids. The finance, insurance, and real estate 
(FIRE) sector is now the locus where inequality is being created.12 

It’s accelerated massively in just two years. Amid recent crises—the 
COVID pandemic, followed by inflation in food and fuel costs—the 
wealth of the world’s ten richest men doubled. The incomes of 99 per-
cent of humanity fell. The wealthiest ten people now own more wealth 
than 40 percent of all humanity.13 

If the growing wealth of the few is something we see and talk 
about, the aggregate, systemic problem of financialization remains 
largely outside the public discourse. We’ll look more deeply at the 
results of financialization in coming chapters. Suffice it to say here 
that the truth of it is unsettling: finance is sapping society’s resilience. 
And the impact is hitting most of us—including workers, including 
the natural order, including democracy.
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WORKERS ARE NOT 

MEMBERS OF THE 
CORPORATION

The Myths of Corporate Governance  
and the Income Statement

IT’S WORTH ASKING: What’s missing from the airtight world of 
maximizing and fiduciary duty? Who is missing? Who is vanished 
from the imagination? 

The first group that springs to mind is labor. Workers. Regular 
people who go to work every day and do the work of the economy. 
When we turn our gaze to this largely dispossessed group, we see how 
obligations binding on one front are not binding on another, how the 
rights and privileges enjoyed by capital are not enjoyed by workers. 

The reason is that we buy into the myth of how corporations are 
governed. 

THE MYTH OF CORPORATE GOVERNANCE

Workers are not members of corporations. Membership is reserved for 

capital owners, while workers are disenfranchised and dispossessed. 
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At the deepest, unconscious level, this myth is based on the idea that 
corporations are objects whose ownership is held by  shareholders— 
a picture that gives rise to a conception of how corporations should 
be governed. 

When we stop to look at this picture, it’s odd. What companies 
are, self-evidently, is human communities. A pile of capital by itself 
creates nothing. Human labor sets all the wheels spinning. It’s work-
ers who are the company.

But in the world of boardrooms, we encounter a curious reversal 
of reality. Those people walking around being a company, creating its 
products, doing its work, answering the phone—they’re outsiders. The 
phantom algorithms possessing shares of stock for a few minutes, or 
the massive funds holding slices of everything through multiple layers 
of intermediaries—they’re the insiders. The business media considers 
this a reasonable picture of reality, even as most shareholders never set 
foot in “their” companies and often do not know the names of compa-
nies they “own.” 

If You Want to Vote, Get Rich

At work is implicit bias against workers. Where this is held in place 
is in the design of corporate governance. Corporate boards are elected 
solely by the capital interests who hold shares. And those boards stand 
invisibly over CEOs, possessing the power to hire, fire, and compen-
sate CEOs. Maximizing income to capital is the moral heart of the 
corporation, its sole purpose. So we’re told. 

This is the worldview of property, holding archaic assumptions 
dear to Edmund Burke. It’s a world where only those who possess or 
control wealth matter—and the more wealth you have, the more you 
matter, hence the more votes you have in corporate governance. The 
lot of workers is one of subordination and enforced silence.

We take for granted the ways economic power is reserved for cap-
ital. We see it as normal. Just as society once considered it normal 
that suffrage was limited to men of property. As the French minister 
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Francois Guizot once proclaimed, if people wanted to vote, they 
should get rich.1 

Privilege in the predemocratic world intertwined bias based on 
race, sex, and property. Of the three, only property bias, capital bias, 
today remains legal—indeed, mandatory. 

We’re told it’s “market forces” that set wages. Yet markets cannot func-
tion without information, and wage information is massively miss-
ing. Corporations deem wage data “proprietary” information, which 
means the price of labor is private property (!). I once was tasked by 
the Rockefeller Foundation with yearlong research into the status of 
workers in food and agriculture, and while I and a research associate 
searched for months, the only wage data we could find was years out 
of date, and available solely in the aggregate.2 

If financial markets experienced such a black hole of information, 
they couldn’t function. They would fall prey to manipulation by those 
with power—as have labor markets. 

Making the Invisible Visible

To help break the trance of the normality of it all, imagine for a moment 
that the prices of stocks were set as wages now are. Imagine that work-
ers enjoy the position in boardrooms that capital now enjoys. 

Shareholders wishing to sell stock would be shown into a room 
and offered a price, which they could take or leave. They would have 
zero information about what other shareholders received yesterday, or 
what shareholders at other companies were receiving for comparable 
stock. If shareholders sought collective power through mutual funds, 
they would be fought by companies. Workers, on the other hand, 
would automatically enjoy collective advantage through unions. Only 
workers would have a vote for the corporation’s governing body. Max-
imizing gains to workers would be the purpose of the corporation, 
taught in business schools, upheld in the courts, tracked daily in the 
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press. If shareholders were unhappy with their earnings, they’d be told 
they could sell their shares and invest elsewhere. They’d be advised to 
seek retraining in how to invest.

Beyond boardrooms, antiworker bias is reflected in the cultural dis-
course, where worker well-being is often treated perfunctorily. The 
single measure that policy makers and journalists tend to point to is 
“unemployment,” implying that workers are fine if they’re “employed,” 
even if it’s part-time work with no benefits. With investments, we 
don’t say X percent of funds are “invested,” end of story. No, we track 
performance minute by minute. 

Even unemployment figures themselves are inadequate, gamed 
to hide the reality of how many are out of work or struggling. The 
US Bureau of Labor Statistics counts people as unemployed only if 
they’ve been actively looking for work over the last four weeks. The 
long-term unemployed—including those so discouraged they’ve 
stopped looking—are invisible in unemployment figures.

Pundits note often how US workers’ wages, after accounting for 
inflation, have been essentially flat for forty years (with some recent 
upticks).3 It’s common to point to the role of policy in this—President 
Ronald Reagan firing the air traffic controllers, the failures of policy 
makers to adequately raise the minimum wage or to make it easier to join 
unions. Less often noted is how a propensity to depress worker income 
is designed into our property regime. When policy makers deregulate 
or when corporations send operations overseas (which amounts to the 
same thing), they’re setting loose the workings of the capitalist machine 
in pure form: the machine designed to produce a growing stream of 
earnings for capital, like ball bearings off an assembly line. 

Capital Pockets Wealth That Workers Create

When capital seeks its endless increase of income, it’s protected by 
fiduciary duty and by the power of capital in corporate governance. 
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When workers seek an increase of income, they’re treated as the 
enemy. Antiworker bias is silently expressed—and set in motion—in 
the design of the income statement: the scorecard by which companies 
define and track success, the structure of accountability for managers. 

This standard financial statement may be Greek to many of us, but 
it’s worth understanding because it’s the universal lens through which 
all companies view their activity. In its stripped-down form, it’s this 
simple equation: 

Revenue – expenses = profit

Hidden here is capital bias. The wondrous word profit speaks 
reverently to the aim beyond all aims, the “bottom line”: maximizing 
income to capital.4 On the other hand, income to labor—expense—is 
very, very bad; expenses by their nature are to be driven down. 

THE MYTH OF THE INCOME STATEMENT

Income to capital (“profit”) is always to be increased, while income to 

labor (“expense”) is always to be decreased. These are implicit rules of the 

income statement. 

The upshot of this structural bias against workers (surprise!) is 
that absentee capital pockets the wealth workers create. McKinsey 
Global Institute documented this in a recent study, looking at where 
each dollar of company revenue went for large corporations (with 
more than $1 billion in revenues), among thirty-seven nations of the 
Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). 
After revenue flowed into a company, where did that money go? Who 
received that income? Over the past twenty-five years, the study docu-
mented a two-thirds increase in capital income, along with a 6 percent 
decrease in labor income. This was at a time when worker productivity 
was substantially increasing. As McKinsey (need I add: not a Marxist 
organization) summed up its findings, “gains from labor productivity 
went predominantly to capital income.”5
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It bears repeating: capital is pocketing the wealth that workers 
create. Yet it’s all merely technical, we’re told. 

Consider, for example, when Salesforce laid off one thousand 
people. “We’re reallocating resources to position the company for con-
tinued growth,” a spokesperson said silkily. The company was “elimi-
nating some positions that no longer map to our business priorities.” 
Nothing in there about how the company was already substantially 
profitable. No thought as to how periods of unemployment derail lives, 
reduce lifetime income, and create immense hardship for families. 

The very banality of the language obscures the cruelty of what’s 
occurring: that income to labor is being eliminated so as to increase 
income to capital. 

The War on Workers

Beneath the silky language is a stark fact: capital is at war against 
workers. And it’s winning that war.

Driving down labor income is often critical to maximizing capital 
income, since labor costs are generally the largest portion of corporate 
“expenses.” Yet this systemic bias is taken for granted. There are econ-
omists who see this and speak of it—for example, James Galbraith, 
who has written of “the predatory attack on unions and labor.”6 There 
are nonprofits who work to make this attack visible, like the Economic 
Policy Institute. And there are magazines that write about it, like the 
wonderful Dollars and Sense and Jacobin. But what’s remarkable is 
how rarely most of us seem to notice what’s going on. 

The “decline of unions” tends to be spoken of in passive voice, as 
though those outdated, useless unions were something people just 
lost interest in. We don’t notice how absurd it is that workers have to 
organize one shop at a time, when Starbucks has 8,800 shops, while in 
corporate governance, capital is automatically and universally empow-
ered, not a single fight required.7 

We don’t hear outrage that, as corporations fight workers attempt-
ing to join unions, they’re fighting a human right. Imagine if Starbucks 
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fought to keep Black people from finding voice in the workforce, or 
insisted women be kept silent. Such moves would meet with universal 
uproar, because race and gender bias are culturally illegitimate. Anti-
worker bias is normal. Acceptable. 

Driving Labor Out of the Economy

This bias is frightening in its sweep. Capital is driving labor income, 
and labor itself, out of the economy.

Today there are one hundred million working-age Americans not 
in the labor force.8 Just 62.2 percent of working-age people are work-
ing, down from a peak of 67.3 two decades ago (see figure 8.1).9 Yet 
even that figure—the labor force participation rate—is misleading. 
The US Bureau of Labor Statistics counts someone as “in the labor 
force” if they did any work at all for pay in the surveyed week. Delivered 
a few pizzas for UberEats? You’re in the labor force. Had a one-time 
graphic design project, then zip the rest of the year? You’re in the 
labor force.10

Among the diminishing number “in the labor force,” a dwindling 
proportion of workers enjoy the traditional full-time jobs of yore. 
Insecure, unstable, contingent work, as we have seen, is estimated 
by the Government Accountability Office (GAO) to be a terrifying 
40 percent of the “labor force.” I emphasize estimated, because when 
I dug into footnotes, I found disagreement, year to year, even on the 
definition of contingent work.11

The destruction of reliable jobs is a history-shaping trend. The 
rage it creates is driving the white working class into the arms of the 
right. The very notion of steady, family-supporting work is disin-
tegrating. Yet the capsized vessel of labor is barely on our radar—a 
shadow out there that blinks into view now and then, mostly absent 
from the public imagination.

It’s poised to become worse, as automation takes over. If the 
processes of job destruction are accelerating in our time, the pro-
pensity to treat workers as the enemy is as old as Andrew Carnegie 
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shooting steelworkers. The marching orders are there in the income 
statement: maximize income to capital, minimize income to labor. 
The antiworker bias is embedded in the governance of corporations, 
which gives workers no voice in the decisions that shape their lives. 
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FIGURE 8.1: Plummeting labor force participation 2000–2022
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The capital bias at work echoes the male bias of the 1800s, when a 
woman had no right to own property and, as Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
asserted in the Seneca Falls Declaration of 1848, was compelled “to 
submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice.” Upon 
marriage, as Stanton put it, a woman became “civilly dead.” Today, 
when you take a job with a corporation, in the governing structure of 
that corporate society, you become civilly dead. 

Dispensing with Employees Altogether 

In Europe, the situation is less bleak. The old-fashioned, high-wage, 
unionized form of labor relations retains more clout in places like 
Germany, Norway, and Sweden, where codetermination laws sup-
port widespread worker representation and strong collective bargain-
ing agreements, giving workers a voice in corporate governance. The 
power of labor is under pressure, but in many ways intact. 

In the US, labor power is seeing a remarkable and hopeful resur-
gence. But as hopeful as this is, labor is unlikely to become the pri-
mary force for progressive change it once was. A key reason: it’s not 
just unions that have been dismantled, it’s employment itself. 

Consider the story the Wall Street Journal ran a few years back, 
carrying the chilling title “The End of Employees.” As the Journal 
reported, “never before have American companies tried so hard to 
employ so few people.” This article from 2017 was tracking a trend 
then gaining steam across industries, which the Journal called “sub-
contracting.” I call it the rise of throwaway workers. People unloading 
shipping containers at Walmart no longer worked for Walmart, but 
for a trucking company, which in turn subcontracted with temporary 
staffing agencies. Half the workers at Google didn’t work for Google 
but were subcontractors.12

Places like UberEats, DoorDash, and TaskRabbit weren’t yet the 
major force they would become, disaggregating work further, turn-
ing jobs into discrete units of small tasks. But subcontracting was 
one more piece of what has become the new normal: give workers no 
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security, few benefits like health insurance and retirement, virtually no 
opportunities for advancement, and little in the way of belonging or 
being part of a work community. Instead, offer a daily diet of insecu-
rity, uncertainty, instability, and fear. 

Contracting is often seen as a stopgap, the Journal continued, “until 
more jobs are automated, freeing firms to dispense with some work-
ers altogether.” Within ten years, consulting firm Accenture predicted, 
one company—among the largest in the world—will have “no full-
time employees outside of the C-suite.”13

Now, pause a moment to consider this aim, so casually mentioned: 
dispensing with workers altogether. Note the low-key, placid way this 
ghastly goal is voiced. This is bias at work. It tells us that the system-
atic degradation of work and workers is something our culture con-
siders so ho-hum as to merit mere casual mention. 

The Detritus of Lives Damaged 

Dehumanizing language leads to dehumanizing treatment. Dehu-
manizing treatment creates suffering. After the war on workers took 
off in the 1980s, millions who lost work turned to opioids, later to 
heroin. Millions who once held good manufacturing jobs didn’t work 
again. As research shows, families that suffer unemployment and loss 
of income tend to see an increase in dysfunction in the form of sub-
stance abuse, domestic violence, depression, and declining marriage 
rates—metastasizing into the next generation, as the children of the 
unemployed experience mental health problems.14 

Minimizing income to labor leaves tragedy in its wake. This trag-
edy is a direct outcome of maximizing income to capital. 

Look back to the beginning of the 1980s bull market in stocks, 
and one finds Margaret Thatcher in the UK deregulating the London 
Stock Exchange and selling off state assets,15 with Reagan in the US 
declaring “morning in America”—beginning the shift to deregulation, 
tax cuts, and privatization that would help jumpstart long-depressed 
stock markets.16 
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The rising gains to capital that appeared were fueled to a large extent 
by cuts to labor’s income. Between 1980 and 2000, 2 million manufac-
turing jobs in the US were vaporized—with an even larger 5.5 million 
lost between 2000 and 2017.17 A shrinking share of the nation’s income 
went to labor. Over the three decades following 1980, labor’s share of 
US gross domestic income experienced a drop of 12 percent.18 

Neoliberal policies set the capital extraction machine loose, yet 
that machine was already internally designed to decrease income to 
labor in order to increase income to capital. That’s how the system is 
supposed to work—according to the myth of the income statement, 
the myth of maximizing, the myth of fiduciary duty. Lo and behold, 
it’s how it did work (see figure 8.2).

Inside companies, the rising pressure to keep delivering the  profits/
earnings that the stock market demanded, even as top lines of revenue 
struggled to grow fast enough, meant pesky “expenses” had to be con-
tinually pared back. The 1980s was when massive layoffs first became 
standard practice, ushered in famously by “Neutron Jack” Welch 
of General Electric, known for his neutron bomb–like practices of 
destroying people while leaving buildings intact. As he closed facto-
ries and fired workers by the tens of thousands, Welch turned GE 
into the most valuable company in the world, paving the path toward 
how companies now conventionally operate. Mass layoffs, outsourc-
ing, and offshoring all became common practice, as did stratospheric 
CEO pay and a stock market climbing ever upward for years. Little 
noted in the business and financial press was the landscape littered 
with the detritus of lives damaged and a working class destabilized.19 

Extraction on Autopilot, in Overdrive

One worker whose life was pulled under in the downdraft was Shan-
non Mulcahy, a worker at Rexnord, a ball bearing factory in Indianap-
olis that was moved to Mexico in 2016 (the layoff of three hundred 
workers was something Trump tweeted about, uselessly, “No more!”). 
As someone who’d grown up in a manufactured housing community, 
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FIGURE 8.2: The fall of wages drives the rise of Dow, 1980–2020

Shannon found in her factory job an opportunity to escape an abusive 
relationship and, later, to help pay medical bills for a disabled grandchild. 
As she trained her replacement at Rexnord, she spoke with a Mexican 
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worker, Ricardo, and they discovered he would be paid one-sixteenth of 
her salary. (Note the haphazard way wage information comes to light.)

Like most workers formerly in manufacturing, Shannon would 
not again enjoy her previous level of wages. She struggled to find 
new work. She struggled also to understand who was responsible for 
derailing her life, as she sought to find who owned the Rexnord plant. 

The plant had been owned by a British conglomerate, which sold it 
to a private equity (PE) firm, the Carlyle Group. Carlyle then sold it to 
another private equity group, which used the asset value of Rexnord 
to borrow money that was loaded onto the company’s back. Then that 
PE firm sold the factory to a group of mutual funds. Farah Stockman, 
who recounted this story in American Made: What Happens to People 
When Work Disappears, concluded, “Shannon never did find the list 
of shareholders.”20

In our financialized era, it hardly matters anymore if a ruthless guy 
like Jack Welch is in the driver’s seat. Ruthlessness is a norm, with big 
capital the new boss. At Rexnord, as the process of financial extraction 
shifted from PE firm to PE firm to mutual funds, it was maximizing 
that was in charge, in overdrive. Pedal to the metal. People like Shan-
non got run over. But it was myths that told us it was all just technical 
stuff, myths providing the mold of ideas that obscures and forgives 
such behavior. Who goes to bed angry about the design of corporate 
governance or the income statement? Who can even find the individ-
uals getting rich off keeping the machine running? 

The idea that a corporation is not a human community but an 
object owned by capital: it’s the thingification of the collective human 
project we call a company. Company-as-object is a potent image in 
the cultural mind. An invisible force. It normalizes the reckless econ-
omy in which companies like Rexnord are sold over and over and over 
again, with the humans who are the company experiencing only one 
constant: that each new owner will demand greater extraction, throw 
more bodies under the bus, prioritize payment to capital over payment 
to workers. This is the system that looks at the ongoing mass destruc-
tion of livelihoods and calls it “wealth creation.”
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9
ECOLOgICAL AND 

SOCIETAL DAMAgES 
ARE NOT REAL

The Myth of Materiality

THE GAME MOVES ON.

One of the juicy types of prey in the sights of capital these days 
is ecological wealth. Hard on the hunt to capture it is private equity. 
These firms—Carlyle Group, Blackstone, KKR, Cerberus, and the 
like—can be thought of as the 3.0 version of Cecil Rhodes and Jack 
Welch. PE firms, and similar forms of private capital like hedge funds, 
are today the nimblest (read: least regulated, least transparent) and 
hungriest capital carnivores out there devouring the world’s assets. 

Unlike the corporate equities (stocks) that trade on public stock 
markets, private equity is a more hidden world, where only big inves-
tors can play. PE funds use other people’s money as they buy compa-
nies, load them with debt, “cut costs” (read: lay off workers), sell off 
assets, then flip companies to new buyers, generally in three to seven 
years. In the process, these companies become twice as likely to go 
bankrupt as publicly traded companies. As the pandemic unfolded, 
private equity was behind more than half of US corporate defaults. Yet 
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PE executives were walking away with median annual income of over 
$100 million each.1 

In one notorious example, PE owners overloaded Toys R Us with 
so much debt, it left the firm unable to modernize and drove it into 
bankruptcy, costing thirty-three thousand workers their jobs. Overall, 
private equity killed 1.3 million retail jobs in ten years. 

It’s apt that Mother Jones termed private equity the “smash-and-
grab economy.” It represents a massive new looting phase of capital-
ism. (The Onion quipped in a headline, after the Minneapolis protests 
following George Floyd’s death, “Protestors Criticized for Looting 
Businesses Without Forming Private Equity Firm First.”)

These funds are distressingly popular, with assets swelling from 
under $1 trillion in 2000 to nearly $10 trillion today.2

In observing PE firms, we can witness anew the game of capital-
ism on the move, changing shape, flowing around barriers we erect, 
devouring the alternatives we create. 

Wage and hour laws? No problem; send jobs overseas, Uberize, 
automate. 

Superfund toxic waste laws? No biggie; send factories to China. 
CDFIs doing fair lending in Black neighborhoods? Hey, great: 

move in and grab the home equity those families accumulated.

Selling Dirty Assets into the Shadows 

The latest tale of this relentlessness has to do with climate change. In 
this story, we see how the apex predator, private equity, has moved in 
on progressive victories, such as fossil fuel divestment, net zero com-
mitments by oil giants, and pipeline permits blocked. 

The result? Well, you already know. It’s a sobering tale. Perhaps the 
better term is terrifying. 

For years, progressive shareholders and activists have leaned on insti-
tutional investors to divest from fossil fuels, and have demanded that 

WealthSupremacy.indd   100WealthSupremacy.indd   100 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



- 101 -

Ecological and Societal Damages Are Not Real

the oil industry advance toward climate goals. They’ve succeeded to 
a remarkable extent. Some 1,500 institutional investors with more 
than $40 trillion in assets have committed to fossil fuel divestment—
including pension funds of unionized workers like the New York 
State Teachers Retirement System; universities like Oxford, Cam-
bridge, Harvard, and most of the other Ivies; the Ford Foundation; 
and the Universities of California and Michigan.3 Hearing the drum-
beat, publicly traded oil firms have set emission reduction goals, clean-
ing up their act by getting rid of their dirtiest assets.4 

Guess who’s buying those dirty assets? Private equity.
When ConocoPhillips in 2017 sold off its polluting assets in Col-

orado’s San Juan Basin and in New Mexico for $3 billion, the eager 
buyer on the other end was Hilcorp, backed by the PE giant Car-
lyle. When BP sold off its dirty Alaska operations for $5.6 billion, the 
same buyer stood ready. Today the PE-backed Hilcorp stands tall as 
the biggest known emitter of methane in the US—producing close to 
50 percent more emissions than ExxonMobil, even though Hilcorp 
produces just a third of Exxon’s oil and gas volume. Methane matters 
enormously, accounting for a quarter of today’s global warming, as it’s 
more than 25 times as potent as carbon dioxide in its ability to trap 
heat in the atmosphere.5 

When Royal Dutch Shell sold off its stake in a Nigerian oil field 
in 2021, it seemed a positive step toward the company’s goal of net 
zero emissions by 2050. Yet the buyer was a PE-backed firm, Trans- 
Niger Oil & Gas, which apparently cared not a fig for that goal. The 
result: flaring, the wasteful burning of excess gas, quadrupled. Instead 
of winding down oil production, Trans-Niger planned to triple it.6

PE firm KKR has been out there keeping fracking going strong, 
expanding its fracking operations by buying all of ConocoPhillips’ 
drilling assets in Wyoming in 2020—doubling down on exploration 
and production.7 

And then there’s the grassroots success won against the Dakota 
Access pipeline in North Dakota, after thousands joined the Stand-
ing Rock Sioux Tribe to halt the construction of this pipeline on 
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Indigenous land. In 2020, the tribe won a victory when the courts 
struck down a key federal permit, a success the Supreme Court 
upheld in 2022. Sad to say, the pipeline continued to operate without 
a permit. The punchline: a significant stake in the firm that owns the 
pipeline is held by Blackstone, the world’s largest PE firm.8

These are anecdotes in what is a massive, global endeavor by private 
equity, which since 2010 has invested a jaw-dropping $1.1 trillion in 
energy deals—double the market value of Exxon, Chevron, and Royal 
Dutch Shell combined. The great majority of those investments has 
been in fossil fuels, with only 12 percent in renewable power, accord-
ing to a study by Pitchbook Data. The upshot is that some of the most 
irresponsible emitters of greenhouse gases are shifting into the shad-
ows, operating with minimal public scrutiny, with no comprehensive 
disclosure of either holdings or environmental impact.9 

Institutional Investors Stampede 
into Private Equity

At a time when the United Nations is warning it’s now or never to 
limit global warming—a time when we face “unprecedented heat 
waves, terrifying storms, widespread water shortages and the extinc-
tion of a million species of plants and animals,” as UN Secretary- 
General António Guterres has warned—private equity is running 
hard in the wrong direction. It’s pushing the planet toward the storms, 
the heat waves, the extinctions, because it’s following the capital-cen-
tric system’s prime directive: squeeze every last dime of “wealth” from 
wherever it can be found.10 And institutional investors are rushing in 
the same direction, as they pile eagerly into PE funds. 

Institutional investors’ stampede into PE funds has been led by 
workers’ money in the form of pension funds, which represent about 
half the money invested with private equity.11 Also involved are foun-
dations like Ford, which in 2020 held nearly $1 billion in PE invest-
ments.12 And included are public universities, which by definition 
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exist to serve the public interest. Institutional investors like these have 
been “desperate for access” to flagship PE funds, Institutional Investor 
reported.13 As one expert put it, institutional capital “is extremely 
hungry to seek yield.”14

Harvard’s $53 billion endowment in mid-2021 was allocated 
34 percent to private equity (and 33 percent to hedge funds).15 For 
Princeton, the allocation to private equity in late 2021 was a massive 
42 percent of assets. The University of Michigan was also 42 per-
cent in private equity.16 These institutions have all pledged to divest 
from fossil fuels. Yet given the opacity of private equity, have fossil 
fuels slipped into these portfolios unseen? Possibly. Possibly not. 
What does seem likely is that these institutions were focused on the 
mouth-watering returns PE funds offered. 

Why the Planet Is Missing

This brings us to the obscure notion of materiality. 
We’ve seen how labor is vanished from the imagination in the 

 capital-centric view of things. Who else, what else, is missing? 
The list is both short and long: the world, ecology, society—in 

short, most everything is missing, everything except capital. 

THE MYTH OF MATERIALITY

Gains to capital are real (“material”), while social and environmental 

damages are not real (not material), except to the extent they affect capi-

tal. This is among the rules of corporate and financial accounting. 

As directors and asset managers go about the business of seeking 
superlative portfolio performance, they often do not question how 
investment gains are obtained, particularly when an opaque interme-
diary like private equity is involved. What Harvard saw in fiscal 2021 
was that its PE holdings (including venture capital) posted a gain of 
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77 percent.17 This is like the drug high of an addict, so wondrous that 
it blinds one to the mess of life left all around. The myth of materiality 
holds this blindness in place. 

(By the by, those 77 percent returns are not typical. In the decade 
up to 2020, private equity’s annualized returns were only marginally 
above—by about one-half of 1 percent—the S&P 500.)18

“Materiality,” in the real world, means the quality or character of being 
material, possessing corporeal form. Something you can kick and it 
will move, or it’ll hurt your toe. 

One might suppose the planet is material. But no.
In the upside-down, capital-centric world of corporate and finan-

cial accounting, materiality means what’s important to investors. 
What’s real—often the only thing that’s real—is the set of numbers 
that show up in ethereal spreadsheets and financial statements.

The rules of accounting say materiality is about what’s import-
ant enough to be included in—and what can be omitted from—a 
financial statement.19 Implicitly, financial statements are a report 
to investors as the “owners” of the object that is a corporation. PE 
funds are pools holding multiple companies—in aggregate, around 
110,000 US companies.20 As these funds report on returns, they 
are reporting to those our system considers the ultimate owners 
of these firms, the allocators of capital: institutional investors and 
wealthy families. 

Financial statements give us a picture of reality viewed through 
the lens of capital. Ergo: what’s real is what’s real to capital. In system 
design terms, this is another way in which accountability is designed in.

Everything relevant to capital must be included in financial state-
ments. Is there a pending lawsuit that must be disclosed? A prod-
uct failure that must be revealed? The founder of Theranos went to 
prison for failing to reveal relevant facts about her blood testing prod-
uct in development. But is the company doing something that might 
damage oceans, or degrade local ecosystems, or harm communities? 
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Not material. Not real. Unless the issue in question benefits or harms the 
interests of capital.

Materiality is an airtight tautology of capital bias. 

Destruction of Democracy, School Shootings:  
Not Material

When the PE-backed Greystar began buying up rental properties 
across ten states after the Great Recession, what was not material to 
them was that rents soared, trash piled up in hallways, repairs were 
neglected, security guards appeared less often, and tenants felt less 
safe. What was material, as Greystar founder and CEO Bob Faith 
bragged, was his ability to squeeze money from buildings—hiking 
profits from one complex 24 percent in a single year. 21 

Greystar was one among many PE-backed firms that cashed in on 
the wreckage of the 2008 crisis, snapping up homes at rock-bottom 
prices and turning them into rentals, after 3.7 million families suffered 
foreclosure.22 This trend, driven by private equity, is the financializa-
tion of housing—the transformation of housing from a social good 
into a wealth extraction vehicle for investors. It’s a trend not likely 
mentioned in investment prospectuses.23

Then there’s the destruction of local newspapers, another trend 
that isn’t material in the accounting, but is material to communities 
left in the dark. The premier vulture firm in this business is Alden 
Capital, a hedge fund that now controls more than two hundred 
newspapers and partners with PE firms in some of its biggest take-
overs, which have included the Chicago Tribune, Baltimore Sun, and 
New York Daily News. The model is simple: cut staff, sell the real 
estate and rent it back at an inflated price, wring out every dime until 
the thing lies gasping on the floor and dies. It’s of little concern that, 
when a newspaper vanishes, communities see lower voter turnout, 
increased polarization, and less civic engagement. The death of news-
papers feeds a creeping sickness in democracy. You won’t find that in 
the fine print of PE prospectuses. Not material.24 
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Then there are the school shootings, like Sandy Hook, where pri-
vate equity profit seeking may have fed youthful derangement. The 
PE firm Cerberus Capital Management created Remington, maker of 
the Bushmaster AR-15-style rifle and other firearms, when it bought 
many smaller gun makers and rolled them into a conglomerate. That 
firm began aggressive marketing aimed at young men, many of them 
too young to be lawful purchasers. Among the macho new marketing 
slogans: “Consider your man card reissued.” The Bushmaster AR-15-
style rifle appeared in combat video games like Call of Duty, the game 
that the troubled young Adam Lanza played many hours each day, 
using the Bushmaster to wage war. The Bushmaster was the gun 
Lanza took into Sandy Hook Elementary School in 2012, when he 
massacred 20 first graders.25

By the time family lawsuits attained a victorious settlement in 
2022 (fought by the company all the way to the Supreme Court), 
Remington had already gone bankrupt. Cerberus had given up its 
ownership. Did the aggressive behavior by the Cerberus-owned firm 
trouble institutional investors? Seemingly not. Cerberus (named for 
the three-headed dog guarding the gates of hell) still succeeds nicely 
at attracting institutional investments, with its $60 billion in AUM. 
Bankruptcies happen. 26 The dustup doesn’t seem to have been mate-
rial to the assets of cofounder and CEO Steve Feinberg, whose net 
worth in two years leapt from $1.5 billion to $2.3 billion.27

Sneaking the Planet into Materiality 

Responsible investors have beat their head against the brick wall of 
materiality for decades, arguing for greater disclosure by companies, 
making the case that social and ecological impacts do matter—yet 
these activists have mostly been forced to argue that such things 
matter because they impact investor returns. 

There are pioneers seeking to break this open, particularly with 
ecological issues. There’s a movement for “science-based targets” that 
attempts to turn the paradigm around—to start with the actually 
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material world, the planet, not with portfolios, and require companies 
to set greenhouse gas emissions targets based on what science tells us 
the planet’s atmosphere can actually absorb.28 

There are people like Bill Baue, a corporate governance iconoclast 
I’ve known since the days of Business Ethics, who is now with the 
decade-old r3.0 initiative, working to institutionalize the paradigm 
of thresholds—in which we start with the planet’s various ecological 
thresholds, and allocate what companies can do within those thresh-
olds.29 He’s out there regularly critiquing many of the weaker frame-
works, like the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB); 
in a public comment letter, for example, Baue said ISSB’s approach to 
sustainability should be labeled “Sociopathic Materiality.”30 

There’s even the new concept of “double materiality” that has 
emerged in recent years, in which companies are to report not only 
on sustainability issues that are financially material, but also on those 
material to the market, the environment, and people.31 

Such thinking represents a much-needed advance. Though I con-
fess it strikes me as backward, that the way to get the planet to show 
up (the actual, large planet) is by contorting our thinking into the 
pretzel of double materiality.

Can There Be Too Much Profit?

Could we take a more pointed approach? 
I once asked a PE executive, do you worry you’re making too much 

profit? He nearly leapt from his shoes. “Well, no one’s ever asked me 
that before,” he said with a laugh. He was someone using PE-like 
approaches to convert companies to employee ownership, so I con-
sidered him one of the good guys. Still, I imagined he might have 
gone home that night and told his wife, You won’t believe what someone 
asked me today. 

Does anyone at Harvard ask, Are portfolio gains too high? 
Why do we so rarely ask these questions? 
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Perhaps it’s because only capital and its representatives are in the 
room where decisions are made. When the disempowered gain voice, 
bias can be named and defeated. 

We’re unlikely to see the end of wealth supremacy if investors 
continue to hold dominant economic power, no matter how progres-
sive they may be. It’s not wise to wait for investors to ask if profits are 
too high.
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THE FIRST DUTY OF 
gOVERNMENT IS TO 

PROTECT WEALTH

The Myths of the Free Market and Takings

IN DEFINING DECOLONIZATION IN The Wretched of the Earth, 
Frantz Fanon summoned the biblical admonition, “The last shall be 
first.” To decolonize is to put that sentence into practice, he said. It 
means starting not by asking the powerful to be more kind, but with 
the colonized claiming power: creating government by the people and 
for the people, “for the disinherited and by the disinherited,” he wrote.1 

The moment the political and economic power of European 
empire was nearing its zenith—when these empires would control 85 
percent of the earth as colonies and possessions—was the moment 
when a wave of revolutions and war broke out, leaving five massive 
empires in the rubble. It began in 1908 when the Ottoman Empire 
fell to the revolutionary Young Turks. Soon a revolution toppled the 
Qing Dynasty of China, and the Russian Revolution crushed the rule 
of the Romanovs. After the guns of World War I fell silent in 1918, 
two more empires lay in ruins—that of the Hohenzollern, led by the 
swaggering Kaiser Wilhelm in Germany (who still claimed to rule by 
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the long-discredited idea of divine right), and the Habsburg Empire 
in Austria-Hungary; it was that throne’s presumptive heir, Franz Fer-
dinand, who’d been assassinated in the revolutionary move that lit the 
fuse of war. 

In the United Kingdom, the façade of governance by the propertied 
elite endured, with the British throne still standing after World Wars 
I and II. Yet as Queen Elizabeth II occupied that throne an aston-
ishing seventy years, she did so as a living fossil, watching her empire 
disintegrate while imperial possessions broke away to independence, 
as did the colonies of many other European powers. Gandhi had led 
India to break from the British Empire in 1947, followed by dozens 
of successful decolonizations in Africa and Asia in the 1950s, 1960s, 
and beyond, culminating in the downfall of white-settler apartheid in 
South Africa in 1994. 

In the spirit of the times after WWI, Upton Sinclair titled his 
novel of the era World’s End. A world was indeed ending. The settled, 
seemingly eternal, class-based governance regime of monarchy and 
aristocracy—which had endured for millennia as a predominant form 
of government across the globe—was crumbling.2 A new paradigm of 
democracy was rising, as peoples in nation after nation demanded the 
right to self-determination they knew to be naturally theirs.

Yet as political regimes were democratizing—however chaotically, 
imperfectly, precariously—the property regimes of the world would 
take a different path. 

With empire’s demise, a struggle began to determine the princi-
ples that would govern the world economy. Would property regimes 
become democratic? Would the wealth of the capitalist/imperialist 
system be lost? Or would the elite privileges enjoyed under empire 
somehow continue in a new guise? 

Shattered Empire: The Seedbed of Neoliberalism 

The group that would settle the question came to be known as neo-
liberals. The story of their origin in the end of empire is told in a 
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masterful analysis by Wellesley College historian Quinn Slobodian in 
his book Globalists. 

Among neoliberalism’s leading theorists was Austrian economist 
Ludwig von Mises, who believed an ideal society had nearly been real-
ized before WWI—a rational world where captive nations of color 
supplied raw materials at low cost, while the wealthy elite of Europe 
owned the factories and banks that profited handsomely from manu-
facture. As he lamented in 1922, “Who then would rebuild the shat-
tered world?”3 

As war socialism had reared its head, Mises and fellow conserva-
tives watched in horror as some foreign property was seized, com-
mand economies replaced supply and demand, and rationing replaced 
the price mechanism. “The space of the private capitalist was dese-
crated,” Slobodian wrote.4 The sacred nature of private property was 
violated. Industrialists and investors who’d thrived under the wing of 
empire felt themselves beset by threats all around.

German economist Wilhelm Röpke fretted about the “mon-
strous misuse of power” by farmers and labor unions, while Mises 
saw collective bargaining as the “gun under the table.” Members of 
the organized working class were “barbarian invaders,” capital con-
trols an “act of aggression.” Public demonstrations were described by 
Mises as tactics of “terror and intimidation.” The years after 1945 
saw the frightening innovation of universal human rights. Röpke 
spoke of the post-1945 spread of “rabies democratica.”5 The very 
idea of democracy entering into property relations was abhorrent 
to these men.

The democratic state, which neoliberals perceived as a “parasitical 
vine,” had to be taken back from the masses. Their goal was to defang 
the state, to block its economic power, in the work of rebuilding the 
shattered utopia of global capitalism.6 

As the neoliberals published and lectured over decades, gathering 
in the Mont Pelerin Society created by F. A. Hayek, Milton Friedman, 
and others in 1947, they pieced together a relatively coherent prescrip-
tion for a new world order. As Slobodian observed, the neoliberalism 
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they created was both an ideology and a project to restore class power. 
In concert with the International Chamber of Commerce, their aim 
was to defend the threatened privileges of wealth.7

To protect wealth supremacy.

A Doubled World

In place of the interwoven social order of monarchy and colonial 
possessions, the neoliberals envisioned a world no longer unitary but 
doubled: one world political, the other economic. One the world of 
government. The other the world of property.8 

International investment had made it routine for people to own 
land, money, shares of stock, and enterprises scattered across the earth, 
in places investors had never set foot. Even military battles often left 
private property in place; after fighting ceased, that land or business 
(or diamond mine) was still yours. To safeguard the ownership of 
property and capital, the neoliberals believed respect for private prop-
erty and investor rights needed to trump national law.9

There would be two worlds, yes, but one was to be superior, inviolable, 
and invisible—a borderless global world that economist Moritz Bonn 
termed “invisible economic empire.”10

In the tradition of British theorist John Locke, the neoliberals saw 
the role of government as limited to providing security and protecting 
property rights, protecting the rights of wealth.11 

Against human rights, they posed the rights of capital. Their bor-
derless economic empire, Slobodian wrote, was one “in which the 
investor and the corporation—and not the citizen or refugee—was 
the paradigmatic rights-bearing subject.” The rights of property and 
capital were sacrosanct. All others were seen as an interfering “special 
interest.” Röpke floated the chilling—and eerily prescient—idea that 
to counteract mass democracy, it might become necessary to create 
authoritarian government. 12 
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What neoliberals envisioned was a utopia for capital. They were 
patient in its pursuit, not confining themselves to the politically pos-
sible. As Swiss economist Michael Heilperin wrote in 1947, we must 
“seek goals which may appear unattainable . . . until they have actually 
been reached.”13 For example, they wrote first drafts for international 
investment laws that seemed impossibly ideal for investors, yet ulti-
mately became global norms. International investors gained power 
over national governments, using investor-state dispute-resolution 
mechanisms to sue and defeat laws that hindered profit taking.14 

Over time, the neoliberals captured both public opinion and polit-
ical power, as their ideas—once considered marginal and extreme—
gained ascendancy with the era of Reagan and Thatcher. In system 
design terms, it was through the infrastructure of the International 
Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization that neoliberal 
policies were imposed on much of the world. Most remarkably, neo-
liberalism was adopted even by parties once on the left, including 
Democrat and Labour leaders like Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, Tony 
Blair, and even, to a depressing extent, Barack Obama, who after 
the 2008 meltdown bailed out banks while leaving government and 
homeowners to shoulder the losses.

Today, we speak of neoliberal theory as the “free market,” one of 
the modern myths essential to our property regime—taught in busi-
ness schools, embraced by mainstream economists, and underlying 
the conservative policy agenda of limited government, deregulation, 
and low taxes. 

THE MYTH OF THE FREE MARKET

Democracy is to be subdued, for it is the enemy of the independence and 

power of wealth. There shall be no limits on the field of action of corpora-

tions and capital. We call this a “free market.”

The term free market—along with free trade and free enterprise—
purports to show capitalism as the handmaiden of democracy, evoking 
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that democratic value of freedom. In truth, the story of the birth of 
neoliberalism lays bare how the free market myth arose directly out 
of fear of democracy, as an effort to protect wealth from the policies a 
majority would choose.

Zombie Neoliberalism Walks

There has been much unmasking of the myth of the free market, 
with countless books showing how markets left to themselves do not 
self-regulate, as the neoliberal theory claims. It was the global financial 
crisis of 2008, followed by the global COVID-19 pandemic—both 
necessitating massive government action—that demonstrated the 
failing of this theory most recently. 

After Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers went down, threatening 
to pull the global financial system down with them, the Federal Reserve 
and Bank of England together used quantitative easing (QE)—bond 
and asset purchases that take debt off the hands of others, freeing up 
cash—to inject $3 trillion into the economy, in sums amounting to 
roughly 20 percent of GDP in both countries.15

With the COVID crisis and associated economic shutdowns, 
the world’s four largest central banks stepped in with a still larger $9 
trillion in QE.16 On top of that came fiscal intervention, with Biden 
spending $1.9 trillion, including direct payments of up to $1,400 to 
individuals.17 Soon after came $400 billion for climate and energy 
incentives.18

With the flick of a pen, governments had showed how our col-
lective power was there to tackle financial collapse, climate change, 
pandemics, unemployment. Rather than some ideal picture of gov-
ernment so small it could be drowned in the bathtub—the erstwhile 
dream of lobbyist Grover Norquist (anybody remember him?)— 
government stood revealed as a colossus. 

The neoliberal agenda of limited government, tax cuts, and dereg-
ulation seemed a zombie. Yet that undead agenda took up residence 
at 10 Downing Street, as new UK Prime Minister Liz Truss in 2022 
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announced she was enacting steep tax cuts for the wealthiest. Paired 
with new spending, this move was recognized as such lunacy that it 
sent financial markets into a tizzy and had to be walked back imme-
diately. Soon Truss had become the shortest-serving British prime 
minister in history.19 

Takings: The Terror of the Wealthy 

To make sense of such lunacy, it’s helpful to summon another myth 
of wealth supremacy—that of takings. Conservatives cling to their 
agenda of tax cuts and limited government because, as the parties of 
wealth, they’re animated by wealth’s greatest fear: that their wealth 
will be taken.

THE MYTH OF TAKINGS

The first duty of government is the protection of wealth. The US Consti-

tution prohibits “takings” from the propertied elite, while that elite may 

take from others at will.

Protection against takings of property has a long pedigree in Brit-
ish law, which is the root law for global capitalism. This protection 
was asserted by barons on the field of Runnymede in 1215, as the king 
was forced to sign the Magna Carta, ensuring that land granted by the 
monarch became the permanent private property of the landed class, 
no longer subject to being retaken at the whim of the crown.

Property law, in its origin, is the law of the possession of land, 
which is considered “real property,” or today, real estate. In agrarian 
society, land was the foundation on which the great estates of upper-
class privilege stood. The law of land possession deeply shaped British 
society, infusing the British constitution to such an extent that the 
constitution at times seems, as Frederic William Maitland observed 
in his nineteenth-century Constitutional History of England, “but an 
appendix to the law of real property.”20
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Protection of property was vital to the founders of the United 
States as well. It was a concern they threaded through the US Con-
stitution, as they sought to protect private property—including their 
own landed estates, their slaves and plantations—from takings by a 
politically empowered yet economically dispossessed majority. “The 
first object of government,” wrote James Madison in Federalist #10, 
is protection of the “diversity in the faculties of men, from which the 
rights of property originate.”21 In short, the first object of government 
is protection of property.

Most egregiously, the Constitution protected property in slaves, 
prohibiting Congress from outlawing the Atlantic slave trade for 
twenty years; adding a fugitive slave clause requiring the return of 
runaway slaves; and empowering slave states through the chilling 
clause counting the enslaved as three-fifths of a person in political 
representation. 

Beyond slavery, protection of property was enshrined in the prin-
ciple that only property owners could vote—a principle broadly 
embraced at the time, though not written into the federal Constitu-
tion because voting qualifications were delegated to the states. When 
the Constitution was written, for example, New York State limited 
voting to those with an estate of one hundred pounds. That meant 
that in 1790, only twelve hundred people out of a New York City 
population of thirty thousand possessed the wealth to vote. A landed 
aristocracy controlled elections.22

There were also the takings clauses of the Fifth and Fourteenth 
Amendments, stipulating that private property shall not be taken for 
public use without just compensation or due process of law. 

Deeply consequential for our own day was the design of the Senate 
and Electoral College, which insulated against direct majority rule 
and protected the disproportionate power of slaveholding states.23 
This was a conscious protection of wealth. During debates on the 
Constitution, Madison argued the Senate should be constituted so as 
to “protect the minority of the opulent against the majority.”24
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Taking: The Essential Action of Capitalism

Certainly it’s vital to protect private property. No one who owns a 
house or land or a business would like to see it taken. There is wisdom 
in how the founders protected property, as in much that they did. 

But their view of taking is incomplete until we observe how they 
were blind to their own takings from others. The estates they jeal-
ously guarded stood on land taken from Native Americans. The Afri-
can slaves they recognized as property were brutally taken from their 
homelands, their very bodies taken from their own control. 

The fear of takings by the wealthy tends to be a one-way fear. It 
fails to acknowledge how wealth often comes through taking from 
others. The British lord of the manor had always taken from the peas-
ants. Brothers and husbands took the property of sisters and wives, 
who could own nothing. In the predatory mortgages leading up to 
2008, abusive mortgage lenders took the home equity from Black 
homeowners, the property rights of Black people somehow seeming 
not to weigh in the balance of forces.

Taking is a matter of perspective. It’s a matter of bias. And too 
often, taking is the essential action of our capital-centric property 
regime. 

We see this in private equity buying up rental properties and rais-
ing rents. Corporations taking from workers the increases in pro-
ductivity their labor creates. Hedge funds operating dirty fossil fuel 
assets, taking from the biosphere its ability to sustain life. 

From the perspective of capital, all of this isn’t taking. It’s “wealth 
creation.”

Regulation of business, now that’s a taking—taking the ability 
to maximize profits. Government taxes are a taking. The neoliberal 
agenda of limited government, low taxes, and deregulation is all about 
avoiding takings by government. 

Yet it’s about something else as well. Something bigger—some-
thing implicit yet left unstated by neoliberal theory: a mandate to 
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government to keep hands off and let the machine of capital extraction run 
unimpeded. 

In essence, the free-market concept is a fig leaf. It’s an ideological 
shield, designed to protect the real action, which lies deeper, in the 
power of wealth, free and safe in its own invisible empire, where it 
remains infinitely hungry for more. Neoliberalism is the cheerleader 
of the machine of extraction. Wealth extraction is the real game.
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EXTRACTION 

IN THE EXTREME

How Financialization Drives Today’s Crises 

THE MACHINE OF CAPITAL EXTRACTION has been left quite 
free to run unimpeded since the 1980s, thanks to the long dominance 
of neoliberalism in policy. The result has been financialization—that 
state of affairs in which the financial economy is eating the real econ-
omy, as we began to explore in chapter 7. 

Most prominent among the beneficiaries are the wealthiest 1 per-
cent of the world’s population, who now own about 46 percent—nearly 
half—of all the world’s wealth, according to Credit Suisse.1 A tiny hand-
ful of people—just ten individuals (not even enough to make up a full 
soccer team)—own an astronomical $1.5 trillion in combined wealth.2 

The more wealth is diverted away from the real economy and into 
the financial world, the richer these plutocrats become. Since 1980, 
the top 1 percent has been grabbing about three times as much income 
as has the bottom half of the population.3 

We lack the standard conceptual frames to help us grasp what’s 
really going on here. The significant activity in the system now falls 
outside customary measures like GDP. Even Thomas Piketty’s widely 
heralded Capital in the Twenty-First Century, cited in chapter 7, 
focused only on the capital income that shows up in GDP. But GDP 
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is an inadequate measure for a financialized economy. Since 1980, the 
truly staggering upward leaps of wealth have come from elsewhere—
from capital gains that remain “unrealized” (not cashed out): the gains 
in the asset prices of real estate, stocks, and bonds. 

Figure  11.1 shows the startling growth of total asset values 
(including both income and unrealized gains), based on analysis by 
economists Michael Hudson, Dirk Bezemer, and Howard Reed in 
their study of the US economy. 

The paper’s authors show this has come about because we’re not 
using our wealth productively but extractively. We still discuss capital-
ism as a system of production and consumption, and this may be how 
the system is justified, but it’s no longer how it functions. The system 
now drains income flows from production and consumption to support 
higher asset valuations.4 
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FIGURE 11.1: Meteoric growth of US asset wealth vs. GDP growth 
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In a dialogue with my colleagues and I at the Democracy Collabo-
rative, the authors spoke with us in language far more blunt than their 
academic paper, with Dirk putting it this way: “Much of the financial 
sector is parasitic. It’s not creating value but skimming off value.”5 

A swelling of debt is one way this is accomplished. For example, 
when private equity buys firms, it often places substantial new debt 
on those portfolio companies, then uses the cash to write the PE fund 
and its investors a large check, in a sleight-of-hand maneuver benignly 
named dividend recapitalization. Once the PE fund sells that firm, the 
company is left responsible for paying down the onerous debt, which 
often means cutting staffing levels in order to manage the cash out-
flow. Income to labor has been drained. Income to finance has been 
boosted. And in a significant number of instances, debt-laden firms 
end up bankrupt. 

We see the same redirection of flows inside publicly traded corpo-
rations. Major corporations in recent years have pretty much stopped 
investing their profits in research and innovation or in paying higher 
wages, instead directing the lion’s share of profits to share buybacks 
and dividends paid out to shareholders. A study in the Harvard Busi-
ness Review—bluntly titled “Why Stock Buybacks Are Dangerous for 
the Economy”—showed that between 2009 and 2018, companies in 
the S&P 500 used an astronomical 91 percent of net income on these 
two forms of payouts to shareholders. Much of what the firms invested 
in turned out to be thin air: inflated stock market valuations that later 
deflated. (Though often not before CEOs profited handsomely.)6 

According to Gerald Epstein and Juan Antonio Montecino at 
the University of Massachusetts Amherst, if all this sucking action 
by finance weren’t going on—if the financial sector had remained its 
optimal size, performing its traditional, useful roles—the typical US 
household would have enjoyed double the wealth at retirement.7 

As the “Too Much Finance” economists at the IMF have showed, 
finance contributes to a country’s development only up to a certain 
point. Beyond that size, it starts to reduce economic growth and inflict 
many kinds of damage. 
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Nicholas Shaxson, a financial journalist who writes for the Finan-
cial Times, the Economist, and elsewhere, calls this perverse process 
“the finance curse” in his book of the same name. “All this wealth is a 
sign of sickness, not health,” he writes. 

The societal-level result is that our economy of, by, and for wealth 
is increasingly brittle today. As this system reaches its swollen, finan-
cialized peak, its ongoing processes of wealth extraction are driving or 
profiting from many of the large crises of our time. 

Tallying the Staggering Costs of Financialization

First among the painful costs is inequality, or what we might better 
call asset poverty. I’m referring here to the anxious existence of those 
two out of three Americans with nothing to fall back on in an emer-
gency, who can’t cover an unexpected expense of even $1,000.8 The 
FIRE sector is creating this inequality. When corporations restruc-
ture for profit growth, that creates massive unemployment. That in 
turn reduces consumer spending, stifling economic growth. At the 
same time, concentrated wealth in the hands of the few enables them 
to bid up real estate prices beyond the reach of ordinary families. 

There’s the hollowing out of Main Street businesses and family 
firms. When private equity buys up firms and repackages them 
into conglomerates, that contributes to industry concentration and 
monopoly power. It inhibits the growth of small and medium-size 
enterprises and startups, which are the primary source of jobs and 
once offered reliable paths to stable middle-class lives. When inves-
tors and venture capital are interested only in “unicorns” with mam-
moth returns, regular businesses are starved of the investments that 
might offer steady, reasonable returns.

There’s the executive wealth from stock options that keeps firms 
like Exxon pumping oil and willfully creating the climate of confu-
sion that for so long blocked public clarity. And there are deeper, more 
subtle forces of wealth contributing to our broader inability to tackle 
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climate change, with the uber-wealthy fueling hard-right think tanks 
that hobble the will of the majority.

Then there’s the risk of financial instability. Corporate debt 
buildup and stock market bubbles create instability as corpora-
tions default and bubbles deflate. Under neoliberalism, that in turn 
means bailouts that shift the burden onto workers, communities, and 
taxpayers.9 

The New Imperative: Eradicate Democracy

That brings us to the final risk of financialization: risk to democracy.
With the world facing unprecedented crises and forms of collapse, 

with politically energized young people having voted en masse for 
socialists like Bernie Sanders and Jeremy Corbyn, with dispossessed 
people of color on the verge of coalescing into new democratic majori-
ties, with climate change threatening the growth imperative built into 
capitalism—and with all of this occurring even as the shield of neo-
liberalism has begun to fray at the edges—new approaches to wealth 
protection desperately needed to be found.10 

The old neoliberal Röpke was right. To protect the wealth machine, 
it had become necessary to create authoritarian government. It had 
become necessary to eradicate rabies democratica.
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A SOCIETY 

HALF PLUTOCRATIC, 
HALF DEMOCRATIC

The Crisis of Democracy

AS TRUMP SENT HIS minions to storm the US Capitol on Janu-
ary 6, 2021—a day that will live in infamy—my wife and I and mil-
lions watched it live on TV, as the chanting horde descended on the 
building, broke down barricades, penetrated hapless police lines, 
smashed through locked doors, and took over congressional cham-
bers, leaving House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Vice President Mike 
Pence to flee for their lives. 

The blow inflicted on democracy has spread like an infected 
wound. Trump’s Big Lie of a stolen election—believed at one point 
by an alarming 70 percent of Republicans—has metastasized into a 
cancer on democracy.1 In the 2022 midterm US election, doubt was 
cast on Biden’s victory by more than 370 Republican candidates, the 
vast majority of Republicans running for the US House and Senate 
and top state offices.2

Many of these candidates failed to win election. Yet the infection 
is now growing systemically, through a malignant movement for voter 
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suppression. As Dark Money author Jane Mayer wrote, a well-funded, 
national movement has used the Big Lie to advance changes in how 
ballots are cast and counted in forty-nine states, passing state laws, 
stripping the powers of election officials, aiming to place “antifraud” 
players in key offices.3

Chad Campbell, formerly Democratic minority leader in the Ari-
zona House of Representatives, told Mayer the state was facing a “non-
violent overthrow.” He said it’s subtle because it’s not happening with 
weapons. “But it’s still a complete overthrow of democracy. They’re 
trying to disenfranchise everyone who is not older white guys.”4 

“Epistemic warfare” is how Jonathan Rauch of the Brookings 
Institution explained it to the Economist.5

The Unseen Ruling Class

Behind it all—the cancerous cells threatening the body politic—lies 
the dark money of plutocratic conservative wealth. Dark money is 
working to make undermining democracy the new aim of the party 
of wealth. Mayer pointed out how the Koch network, sponsored 
by just four hundred of the wealthiest people in the country, had 
in 2016 created a political network—a permanent, private political 
machine—with a payroll larger than the entire Republican National 
Committee.6 These are the players ready to stop at nothing to keep 
the machine of financial extraction going. 

Billionaire funders, think tanks, groups like the corporate-funded 
American Legislative Exchange Council, which writes model state 
laws—this broad conservative movement has evolved to become an 
aggressive, coordinated assault on democracy. “It’s a massive covert 
operation run by a small group of billionaire elites,” Democratic sen-
ator Sheldon Whitehouse told Mayer. These powerful interests, with 
virtually unlimited money, have moved on from other priorities. Their 
focus now, he said, is “manipulating that most precious of American 
gifts—the vote.”7 
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Deeply woven into this effort are racial fears and resentments. One 
pundit told Mayer the Big Lie didn’t require proof, because it was ani-
mated by the belief that Biden won because of voters who aren’t real 
Americans. Black and brown voters. Immigrants. Nonwhites of all 
kinds. 

The white supremacy at work is closely intertwined with wealth 
supremacy. As W. E. B. Du Bois explained nearly a century ago, white 
elites avoid economic redistribution and cling to power by offer-
ing marginalized whites “a public and psychological wage”—a way 
to feel superior to more marginalized people of color. Whites may 
be poor, unemployed, or precariously employed, yet they’re the real 
Americans.8 

If this role of race in the antidemocracy agitation has been widely 
discussed, often overlooked is the role of plutocrats, as political sci-
entists Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson have observed. In their book 
Let Them Eat Tweets, they emphasized that Trump’s rise can be 
understood only in the context of the decades-long shift in the polit-
ical environment that preceded him. “That shift is the rise of plutoc-
racy—government of, by, and for the rich,” they wrote.9 Republicans 
escalated white backlash in order to advance a plutocratic agenda oth-
erwise unlikely to garner popular support.

What remade American politics was runaway inequality—that 
offspring of financialization, which created the expanding pool of 
disaffected, destabilized whites hungry for their psychological wage, 
while also creating the wealth that shifted policy toward corporations 
and the rich.

Also at work was contempt for government. For decades, the Koch 
brothers and neoliberals vilified the very concept of government, 
laying the groundwork for the literal attacks on policy makers of our 
day. As Mayer noted, whatever dislike for Trump the Kochs held, he 
was their “natural heir.” Trump’s proposals—eliminating the estate 
tax, for example—were steps toward installing a permanent aristoc-
racy in America.10
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The rise of plutocracy is the story of post-1980 politics, Hacker 
and Pierson wrote. Senator Whitehouse agreed. He wrote of how 
corporate and wealth influence in elections had “exploded” in recent 
decades, as campaign finance became “virtually lawless.” “Never in my 
life have I seen such a complex web of front groups sowing deliberate 
deceit to create public confusion about issues that should be clear,” he 
wrote in his book Captured. As the dark money behind these front 
groups added to the long-time influence of corporations over Wash-
ington, Whitehouse said, what arose was an “unseen ruling class.”11

The rise of that ruling class paralleled in precise ways the rise of 
financialized wealth, both exploding around 1980: that Reagan–
Thatcher moment when the machine of capital extraction was set loose. 

We Cannot Sustain the Unsustainable 

Even on its own terms, the machine of wealth extraction is becom-
ing unsustainable. The European Systemic Risk Board has issued a 
rare “general warning” about the increasing probability of “tail-risk 
 scenarios”—low-likelihood catastrophes. It warned of how risks to 
financial stability may materialize simultaneously, amplifying each 
other’s impact.12 

Kristalina Georgieva, the International Monetary Fund’s manag-
ing director, has said the world is moving from a period of “relative 
predictability,” with low interest rates and low inflation, into an era 
of heightened economic fragility. Ahead, she said, lies “greater uncer-
tainty, higher economic volatility, geopolitical confrontations, and 
more frequent and devastating natural disasters.”13

Yet even as the system gyrates, with asset prices increasingly unsta-
ble, we keep hoping to prop the system up. Michael Hudson notes 
that quantitative easing—those trillions pumped into the economy 
by central banks, as discussed in chapter 10—supported the prices of 
assets, rather than permitting asset prices to fall and wipe out some of 
the claims by the wealthy against the rest of us. 
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This attempt to sustain the unsustainable is unlikely to succeed 
in the long run, Hudson argues. Debts that cannot be paid simply 
won’t be.14

Still, the capital-centric system’s magical thinking lulls us into 
believing asset prices will climb forever, lulls us into hoping they will. 
The S&P 500 index between 2009 and 2021 grew to seven times 
its size.15 Seven times. Yet in the way we think about investing, the 
way portfolios are managed, we act as though the S&P at some point 
will simply resume its climb—as though pure numbers can mount 
upward forever, detached from a reality where our world lurches from 
one crisis to another, where Pakistan found itself one-third underwa-
ter, where two out of three Americans are one small emergency away 
from disaster.

To imagine we can make this system a little less bad is to practice 
appeasement, while the other side is engaged in all-out war.

A world half plutocratic and half democratic cannot long endure. 
One half will eventually supersede the other. This is occurring today 
before our eyes, as the plutocratic economy attempts to consume the 
democratic polity. The alternative, the solution commensurate with 
the problem, is system change—suffusing democracy into our econ-
omy, and building the new political-economic system now necessary 
to our survival.16
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PART III

WHERE WE BEGIN 

MY PERSONAL AWAKENING FROM the trance of our sys-
tem’s myths has taken decades. My journey began in the late 
1980s as I cofounded Business Ethics, joining the tiny band 
of progressives reimagining business and investing, stepping 
with them into the citadel of power that feels forbidden to 
most of us, claiming power long taboo for me personally—
my father hadn’t allowed me to work in our small family 
business, as he had my brothers.

As I was launching my company, I dreamed one night of 
entering a church, a bank, in dream logic both, where male 
banker-priests stood murmuring among themselves behind 
an altar rail. That barrier marked the consecrated area where 
the congregation could not enter, where it was unthinkable 
I would have served as an altar girl, where no woman dared 
stand as a priest. In my dream, I stepped into that sanctuary. 
I knew, suddenly, that I belonged. I began to picture how to 
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remodel the space, widen it, welcome others in. Claim it as our 
own. Because we all belong. 

In the more than three decades since, I’ve written about, 
helped design, and participated in more promising exper-
iments, models, and pathways for a democratic, regener-
ative, antiracist economy than I can count. The models and 
approaches we need are here. 

Yet instead of the democratic economy so many have 
worked to build, we now have a financialized economy. A 
system that remains largely on autopilot. The track it runs on 
is made up of all the norms we accept as necessary, technical, 
commonplace.

As I noted in the introduction to part II, the track it runs 
on, in short, is mindset. Our mindset. 

We participate in system change when we change our 
minds. When we wake up to see that things can be different. 

It begins with naming, as we saw in part I—naming wealth 
supremacy, seeing how pervasive the unjust norms of capital 
bias are, how contrary they are to the ideals of democratic soci-
ety. That’s the first step in our theory of system change. 

From naming we moved in part II to the second step in 
our theory: challenging the legitimacy of the system, unmask-
ing the myths that obscure how the system is rigged against 
us, revealing those myths as absurd. When such illusions are 
exposed to the light of day, it is the beginning of the end of the 
old paradigm. 

In part II we explored another essential aspect of system 
change: necessity—recognizing the raw need to move beyond 
the current system, as we come to grips with the brutal, 
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wide-reaching damages wrought by financialization, irrefut-
ably documented by economists. 

Now, in part III, we cover the final steps in our theory of 
system change: imagination, demonstration, and pathways. 

Imagination  We possess a massive power—the power to 
imagine that an entire next system is possible. As we our-
selves change our minds, we can help others awaken through 
pranks and subversive acts, as well as through calling for 
powerful new metrics that help our society see what is actu-
ally going on.

Demonstration  Demonstrating viable alternative models—
like the entire state of Nebraska being powered by cooperative 
and municipal energy; or the cooperative banks in Germany, 
the Sparkasse, which control 30 percent of bank assets yet 
do 70 percent of lending to small- and medium-size enter-
prises—proves that other ways are economically practical as 
well as transformational. 

Pathways   The final step in our theory of system change 
is designing the many pathways by which we get from here 
to there, by which we limit the power of the extractive par-
adigm and spread the models and approaches of the demo-
cratic economy. This includes using crises as opportunities, 
advancing solutions that not only solve crises but build system 
change at the same time. And it includes starting where we 
live, in our communities, where growing numbers of cities, 
regions, and even entire nations like Scotland are building 
the democratic economy through the economic development 
practices known as community wealth building.
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Some of the pathways explored here are substantial and 
well developed, others are new and small. I find myself think-
ing back to the days when solar power was a countercultural 
idea that showed up in the Whole Earth Catalog, a fringe 
concept that seemed unlikely ever to produce 115 billion 
 kilowatt-hours, as it did in 2021.1 

Improbable change happens all the time. The extractive 
system is not inevitable and eternal. We can break its spell.
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BREAKINg THE TRANCE 

We Participate in System Change  
When We Change Our Minds

PATAGONIA FOUNDER YVON CHOUINARD startled the world 
when he announced his decision to donate the $3 billion of value in 
his company to a trust and nonprofit organization, which would use 
profits and resources to tackle climate change. People were puzzled, 
inspired, astonished.1 

He’s not alone. After his announcement I spoke with my friend 
Kate Emery, founder of a fifty-person IT and digital marketing con-
sulting company, Walker Group, who had sought my guidance in 
transferring her ownership into a perpetual trust, not as a gift but as a 
sale on reasonable, mildly concessionary terms. I’ve worked with and 
encountered many business leaders like Kate and Yvon. Even more 
numerous are the investors eager to play a role in building a more fair, 
more democratic economy.

One example is the opportunity my wife and I recently jumped on 
when our investment advisor shared it—to make a loan to Oweesta, a 
Native American CDFI, at barely above zero returns, to further its vital 
work of development in Indian country. When our advisor offered this 
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opportunity to all their clients, they found many takers. The invest-
ment firm gave up its own management fees on those investments. 

The strongest power on earth, in the longer run, may not be 
extractive capital, that rickety set of overblown claims by a tiny elite 
that must relentlessly grow or collapse. Life, the planet—that’s the 
ultimate force, the force that flows through us, that is us, including 
our minds, our hearts, the force of us when we think together and act 
together to protect what we cherish. 

“Gaia is a system of wisdom, sharing, caring,” Kate said to me. 
“It’s much more egalitarian, it’s a community.” It’s a system much like 
democracy. Like the kind of system Kate installed at her company, 
which for years has shared profits equally among the community, the 
workers, and the shareholders. As she retires and steps back, the new 
trust ownership design will preserve that approach, safeguarding in 
perpetuity the firm’s purpose of making the world a better place, even 
as it continues its traditional consulting work. 

Kate told me she had a hard time finding an attorney to carry 
out the new ownership design she wanted, which was to be accom-
panied by a new governance design where select employee stewards 
would ensure the firm’s purpose was carried out. Lawyers pushed 
her to sell “the thing” for the highest price, then use the proceeds for 
philanthropy. But she persisted. She recognized her company isn’t an 
object but a living system, with a purpose of serving life, and she’s 
using enterprise design—the system design elements of ownership, 
governance, purpose—to ensure that what she has built will endure. 
She’s putting in place a piece of the democratic economy. And she may 
write a book to show others how to do what she’s done.

Kate didn’t speak of Gaia to her attorneys. People think it’s too 
soft and dreamy, not hard-nosed like business, this successful busi-
nesswoman said to me. “I mean, what a fantasy capitalism is,” she 
added with a laugh. “Someday we’ll look back on capitalism and say, 
wow, wasn’t that a crazy idea?” 
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What Kate is doing with her business, what Yvon did with Patagonia, 
what Oweesta investors and Oweesta itself are doing, what the invest-
ment firm did in giving up fees on those investments—these are all 
subversive acts. They’re all declarations, in their own ways, that maxi-
mizing is no longer our religion. There are things we care more about. 

Can such acts make a difference? Yes. In fact, they’re vital—send-
ing out ripples beyond themselves. These acts are helping to break the 
trance of the normality of the system-as-is. Helping us all to wake up. 
They’re the kind of change of mind where system change begins.

Out of all the ways we try to change capitalism—laws, regulatory 
agencies, counting and measuring different outcomes, creating new 
institutions—systems theorist Donella Meadows reminded us that 
the single most effective place to intervene in any system is at the level 
of mindset: the mind out of which the system arises. The paradigm. 
What constitutes a paradigm, she wrote, is society’s deepest set of 
beliefs about how the world works, the shared idea in our minds: “the 
great big unstated assumptions—unstated because unnecessary to 
state; everyone already knows them.”2 

No One to Shoot

Recall those scenes in John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath 
where farmers being forced off their land in the Dust Bowl start 
packing guns. When a foreclosure agent tells them to leave, they ask, 
Who’s to blame? Who can they shoot? “It ain’t nobody. It’s a company,” 
they’re told. One farmer blows out the headlights of a tractor with a 
shotgun.3 But there isn’t anyone to shoot. If they took out an agent, 
a few bankers, others would take their place. Corporations sell dirty 
assets, private equity buys them. Unions gain power, employment is 
disaggregated into Uberized bits. The various regulations and inter-
ventions we try, the system flows around them.

Where the soul of the regime lives is in the idea of the regime. What’s 
in control is the paradigm of wealth extraction. 

WealthSupremacy.indd   137WealthSupremacy.indd   137 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



PART III: WHERE WE BEgIN 

- 138 -

Paradigms may seem harder to change than anything else, Mead-
ows wrote. “But there’s nothing physical or expensive or even slow in 
the process of paradigm change,” she continued. “In a single individual 
it can happen in a millisecond. All it takes is a click in the mind, a 
falling of scales from eyes, a new way of seeing.”4 

The place to begin to transform the extractive economy is at the 
level of our own mind. This is where we stop participating. This is 
where the system begins to lose its grip. This is where we begin to win.

Capitalism Is Nothing without Our Cooperation 

The acts of people like Yvon Chouinard, Kate Emery, and the investors 
in Oweesta are all acts of hope, cracks in the armor of fear and despair 
that encases so many of us. They’re a way to begin breaking the grip 
of what author Mark Fisher calls “capitalist realism”: the belief that 
capitalism is the only system possible, that any other system is not 
even imaginable, so don’t bother.

Fisher opened his book Capitalist Realism with the quotation, “It’s 
easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism.” 
That’s a sense that pervades our culture like a dense fog, part of the 
ethos that leaves the extractive system to its untroubled function-
ing—“metabolizing and absorbing anything with which it comes into 
contact,” Fisher wrote.5

The “realism” at work, he said, “is analogous to the deflationary 
perspective of a depressive,” who sees hope as a dangerous illusion. 
This depression is fed in us by the “massive desacralization of culture” 
that capitalism involves, the loss of shared belief in moral meaning, 
leaving us with a culture where only money and wealth matter. This is 
presumed to be true for virtually everyone, and only fools believe oth-
erwise. Lawyers pressured Kate to sell her firm to the highest bidder. 
Most founders do.

We believe we’re doing what we have to do. Yet this impotence “is 
not a passive observation of an already existing state of affairs,” Fisher 
wrote. “It is a self-fulfilling prophecy.”6 
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He added two insights: First, that capitalism is a “hyper-abstract 
impersonal structure” (an idea, an abstraction, not located only in 
particular individuals, as with, say, evil or narcissism). Second, that 
because of its abstract impersonality, capitalism “would be nothing 
without our cooperation” [emphasis added].7 

These truths are hard to grasp. We point the finger at billion-
aires, CEOs, the 1 percent, hedge fund managers. It’s harder to get 
the deeper truth Fisher pointed to—that “the centerlessness of global 
capitalism is radically unthinkable,” that there are no overall control-
lers. This is something, he wrote, we find impossible to accept.8 

When we stop seeing this system as inevitable, we step outside its 
centerless mind. And we begin to create—in our minds and hearts, in 
our culture, over time in institutions—the moral fundamentals of a 
next system.

WealthSupremacy.indd   139WealthSupremacy.indd   139 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



349-99188_Rothfels_ch01_3P.indd   6

This page intentionally left blank 



14
PRANKS, NEW 

NAMINg, AND OTHER 
SUBVERSIVE ACTS 

Helping Others to Awaken

“HERE’S MY PLAN to save Twitter: let’s buy it.” That was the headline 
of the op-ed Nathan Schneider published in the Guardian on Sep-
tember 29, 2016, which launched a wide-reaching and still ongoing 
activist campaign. Schneider is an assistant professor at the University 
of Colorado Boulder, and a long-time advocate of cooperative owner-
ship. His article spread across Twitter, with hundreds retweeting it, 
some adding #WeAreTwitter. The idea was to convert Twitter into a 
cooperative, owned and controlled by its users, as all cooperatives are.1 

It was a prank, a thought experiment, a gesture meant to wake 
people up and advance the movement for a democratic economy. But 
it was also an idea that struck people as sensible. As an article in Wired 
said, “It makes perfect sense.” Twitter, after all, is a kind of public util-
ity. It’s a public square, relied upon by journalists, policy makers, activ-
ists, and countless others—one of the handful of digital platforms we 
all rely on for so much of our lives. Yet we have no meaningful control. 
What if we owned and controlled Twitter?2 
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The suggestion sparked attention in large part because we have 
such a limited imagination about ownership. In Silicon Valley, compa-
nies aspire either to go public or to be acquired by a large competitor, 
both of which feed firms into the grip of big capital. 

The campaign launched by the op-ed urged Twitter not to “sell its 
users to Wall Street.” That campaign became a petition with thou-
sands of signatures. And the petition evolved into a shareholder pro-
posal the group sought to place on the company’s “proxy ballot,” the 
annual mechanism by which shareholders select directors and vote on 
other matters. Advanced with the help of longtime shareholder activ-
ist Jim McRitchie of CorpGov.net, the proposal asked the company 
to study its options for users to buy Twitter through a cooperative or 
a similar structure with broad-based ownership and accountability.

Twitter appealed to the Securities and Exchange Commission 
(SEC) to allow it to exclude the proposal from its ballot, on grounds 
that it interfered in day-to-day management. But “the SEC offered us 
an opportunity to appeal,” Danny Spitzberg, one of the campaign’s 
leaders, told me; his day job is lead researcher at Turning Basin Labs, 
a California-based staffing cooperative. The SEC wanted the group 
to file counterarguments to Twitter’s opposition, emphasizing the 
importance of exploring ownership alternatives. The group did file. 
And the SEC sided with them, directing Twitter to put the proposal 
to a vote.3 

It lost, as do most such activist resolutions. Yet the effort raised a 
ruckus, stirred valuable conversations, and enjoyed coverage in places 
like Vanity Fair and the Financial Times, which called the idea “a dream 
worthy of consideration.” Even Albert Wenger of Union Square Ven-
tures, one of Twitter’s early major investors, wrote a blog supporting 
#BuyTwitter, saying experimentation with ownership models was 
essential to avoid social media platforms extracting too much from 
users and thus damaging the user loyalty that made them valuable.4 

In the years following that 2017 shareholder meeting, after Twitter 
had been purchased by Elon Musk, the campaign stirred to life again 
in a new form: the formation of a Twitter Users’ Assembly. Launched 
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in January 2023, the assembly is drawing together a diversity of Twit-
ter users—in particular, people working in journalism, whose profes-
sional and ethical duties make it easy to reimagine Twitter as a public 
news utility serving the public good. The users’ assembly will develop 
proposals on how to make a platform like Twitter serve the public 
interest (BetterPlatform.net/).5 

Spitzberg and Schneider are among the leading activists working 
for a democratic economy movement. That phrase, “democratic econ-
omy movement,” might properly belong in quotation marks because, 
in truth, there isn’t much of a movement. Mostly there are siloed com-
munities pursuing isolated activities, lacking unified language or unity 
of purpose. 

The cooperative world did get behind the Twitter campaign, with 
fifty leading organizations—from the National Cooperative Business 
Association to credit unions and law firms—signing a letter to Twitter 
shareholders supporting the proposal. Yet more typically, Spitzberg 
said to me, “The cooperative world is a little self-centered. The usual 
cast of characters get together at conferences,” mostly talking to each 
other. “This is not going to shift who has wealth,” he said emphatically. 
The Twitter campaign, by contrast, involved many kinds of people, 
far beyond the usual folks; it was the kind of movement prank that 
challenges power, helping to delegitimize the idea that Twitter exists 
solely to extract maximum wealth from it, spreading the idea that the 
platform should naturally serve the public interest. It’s an example of 
how you start to build a movement.

Acting Up to Wake Us Up

We need more pranks like this. By “prank,” I mean some deliberate act 
designed to draw attention—sometimes with humor, sometimes with 
shock—and make us see the unspoken biases we live with, like the 
crazy idea that one wealthy man should own and control the public 
square. Pranks are a way of subverting the sober rules of the system. 
While they’re fun, they’re also deadly serious.
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In our theory of system change, pranks, renaming, and subversive 
acts are part of the delegitimizing efforts that can undermine the cur-
rent system and empower a movement. Renaming helps us to see the 
water in which we swim. This is what feminists did in the 1970s with 
the invention of Ms., a neutral alternative to the traditional Mrs. and 
Miss, which identify women by their relationship to men. It’s happen-
ing in the abortion debate, with new terms like reproductive freedom, 
reproductive justice, and forced pregnancy—all of which reposition the 
dialogue in powerful ways. 

This kind of renaming leads naturally to recognizing bias, to 
seeing its illegitimacy. When we name and call out bias, it’s also a way 
of coming together, building power. A potent example is the #MeToo 
movement, which began as a social media hashtag and built into a 
massive movement that created real-world changes: CEOs ousted, 
candidates brought down, public figures disgraced. #MeToo today 
calls itself a “league of disruptors.” As its website says, it’s “More Than 
a Viral Hashtag; It’s a Movement for Justice and Healing for Sexual 
Violence Survivors” (MeTooMvmt.org/).

What if the democratic economy movement began renaming in more 
deliberate ways? We’ve seen a few examples of that in past chapters. Bill 
Baue of r3.0 initiative is delegitimizing the traditional notion of materi-
ality with his open letter critiquing the framework of the International 
Sustainability Standards Board and calling its approach to sustainabil-
ity “Sociopathic Materiality.”6 That’s a great bit of prankish renaming.

The concept of “intergenerational fiduciary duty” explored in chap-
ter 6 is another example of great renaming, one with deeper roots in 
intellectual analysis. 

When we name and measure things differently, we can begin to see 
our economy differently. Here are some ideas. 

Productive vs. Speculative Investment

We should begin to distinguish productive investment from speculative 
investment. “This distinction does not exist in the financial discourse 
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today,” said economist Dirk Bezemer. Long discussed by theorists of 
capitalism, it’s a distinction so fundamental that it might be likened to 
that between renewable and nonrenewable resources, first articulated by 
E. F. Schumacher in Small Is Beautiful, which has had an incalculable 
impact on ecological thought.7 

Imagine a world where investor portfolios are required to desig-
nate investments as productive or speculative. These investments could 
be treated differently in, for example, taxes or corporate voting rights. 
Such naming could potentially shift more and more investments 
toward productive use in the real world. As Bezemer put it, “We 
cannot change reality until we name reality.”8

How we currently name investments can cloak their true nature. 
We say we “invest” in companies on public markets, but in the vast 
majority of cases, we’re not providing productive capital to those firms. 
We’re speculators, buying shares in the hope their value will rise. 
Money touches down inside a company only when it issues new shares, 
with an initial public offering or subsequent secondary offerings. For 
most companies, such offerings are relatively rare—a topic I explored 
at length in The Divine Right of Capital.9 

Textbooks speak of shareholders providing capital “inputs” into corpo-
rations, but there’s precious little inputting going on in public stock mar-
kets. One way to highlight this is for researchers, possibly MBA students, 
to document the true nature of shareholder inputs in one corporation. 

As a thought experiment, let’s say that fifty years ago Acme Com-
pany (producer of giant anvils, slingshots, and dynamite sticks) floated 
an initial public offering to fund the machinery, labor, and raw mate-
rials for production. Those shares were sold at $10. A half century 
later, shares trade at $300. Dividends per share over fifty years total 
another, say, $250. Original shares have now garnered returns of $550 
for a productive input of $10—a return of 55 to 1. 

Still, Acme continues to bend over backward to keep share price 
high—even though it’s long past the time it got the productive fund-
ing needed to make the world scarier for coyotes and keep its ineffec-
tual products on the market (Wile E. Coyote lives). 

WealthSupremacy.indd   145WealthSupremacy.indd   145 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



PART III: WHERE WE BEgIN 

- 146 -

At what point have the original shareholders received enough? 
Why is this obligation eternal? At what point does continued share-
holder extraction become unjust enrichment? Who decides? The 
answer is, it’s up to us, the body politic, to challenge and evolve the 
rules that produced a system so unfit for the daunting challenges of 
the twenty-first century. 

Workers as Members of the Corporation

Here’s another idea: a prank to challenge the fiction that workers are 
not members of the corporation. Workers could run candidates for 
board seats at their place of employment. They could hold parallel elec-
tions, with worker-selected nominees. When these worker directors are 
refused formal acceptance as board members, as they no doubt would 
be, start a conversation: Why aren’t workers members of the corpora-
tion? Who made that decision and how well is it working out? How 
does muting workers’ voices serve any goal beyond profit maximization? 

More tangibly, when a company division is sold off, workers could 
buy that division and own it through an employee stock ownership 
plan (ESOP). This kind of move is well known in ESOP circles; it’s 
done with bank debt, and ESOP experts are out there who can help.10 

Measuring the Precariat

Part-time, temporary, self-employed, contract, and gig work have 
spread in massive ways that we don’t clearly see, because we have no 
official statistics tracking this phenomenon. As we saw in chapter 8, 
the GAO pegged it at 40 percent of the labor force in 2015, but hasn’t 
published similar figures since. 

The GAO’s report called it the “contingent workforce.”11 A better 
name is the precariat, a term circulating in the public discourse. If we 
named and documented the precariat workforce through a precar-
iat metric, it could spark discussion in the press: Why is precarity so 
high? What forces are behind this? 
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Financial-Sector GDP vs. Real-Sector GDP 

The figure of GDP is almost quaint in today’s financialized economy. 
It’s like using a rotary phone in the era of the cell phone. New kinds of 
national reporting are needed. 

Bezemer suggests we decompose GDP into two parts: the growth 
of the financial sector (financial-sector GDP) and the growth of the 
rest of the economy (real-sector GDP), which is the real economy of 
jobs and spending on goods and services. When we separate these 
two, we see that about one-third of GDP is being extracted out by 
finance. And that extraction is vastly larger than in the past. 

Between 1970 and 2019 in the UK, financial-sector GDP rose 
from 13 percent to 33 percent of GDP (see figure 14.1).12 

Pe
rc

en
t o

f G
D

P

40

0

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

Year
1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Source: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, https://stats.oecd.org/
Index.aspx? DataSetCode=STANI4_2020. Calculations by Dirk Bezemer, Michael Hudson, 
and Howard Reed, “Exploring the Capital Gains Economy: �e Case of the UK,” 2022 
unpublished working paper commissioned by the Democracy Collaborative.

FIGURE 14.1: Finance, insurance, and real estate (FIRE) sector as a proportion 
of Gross Value Added, a measure of GDP, UK, 1970–2019
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In other words, we as a society are now paying the folks who move 
around money—managing investments, running hedge funds—
fully one-third of all the income in our economy. That means that 
for the vast majority of people, the growing income in the economy 
never reaches them. It’s siphoned off by financial professionals and 
their organizations. But this is obscured in conventional national 
accounting. 

The Unified Financial Assets to Income  
Ratio: The UNFAIR Metric

There’s a second way that GDP fails to show us what’s going on in the 
financialized economy: GDP only tracks income. It misses wealth. It 
misses the growth of financial assets not yet cashed out and turned 
into income. When Bezemer and his coauthors tracked the growth of 
financial assets—debt securities, loans, equities, pensions, and insur-
ance holdings—they found that in the UK between 1995 and 2020, 
financial asset values swelled from six times GDP to close to ten times 
GDP (see figure 14.2). 

In other words, the modest rise in income that GDP tracks isn’t 
what’s really going on. The significant action has shifted to finance—
to the wealth of the wealthy, the wealth of pension funds and uni-
versity endowments and so on. That’s what is growing by leaps and 
bounds. 

To see this, we need to name the phenomenon. It can be tracked as 
the ratio between GDP and financial assets. Bezemer suggests calling 
this the Unified Financial Assets to Income Ratio, or UNFAIR.13 In 
1995, the UNFAIR ratio was 6:1. In 2020, it approached 10:1. There 
is ten times more financial wealth than all the activity of the real econ-
omy showing up in GDP. 

Michael Hudson summed it up in a powerful statement. “What 
we’ve described is a whole new way of looking at the economy,” he said. 
“This is a new economic theory.”14
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FIGURE 14.2: UK asset values swell from six times to close to ten times GDP, 
1995–2020. 

The War Against Labor 

Another bit of naming needed is the war against labor. All the skir-
mishes of this long war—globalization, outsourcing, the decline of 
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unions, the growth of gig work and automation—could be discussed 
by journalists as part of the single long process of financialization, 
much as hurricanes, wildfires, and floods are reported as part of the 
single process of climate change.

When corporations aggressively fight union organizing, compa-
nies could be shamed for antiworker behavior, in the same way the 
#MeToo movement shamed powerful men for aggressive abuse of 
women. Calling out bias can break the illusion that antiworker activ-
ity is acceptable. 

Subversive Acts

Subversive acts can be simple and immediate. Neva Goodwin, co-
director of the Global Development and Environment Institute at 
Tufts University, and also a member of the Rockefeller family and 
thus an investor, told me how at an institutional investor conference, 
she “dropped the bomb” of announcing she was capping her portfolio 
gains. “I told my investment advisor, inflation plus 5 percent, that’s the 
cap. Anything beyond that, I’m going to ask what we’re doing wrong,” 
she explained. “It isn’t a very stringent cap, especially in a time of high 
inflation,” she told the group. “What’s novel, and I think important, is 
the idea of any limit at all.”15

How did attendees react? “They looked horrified,” she told me. It 
was as though she’d asked them to consider “something completely 
outside of their experience.” She had, in other words, invited them to 
awaken.

Board members—or divestment activists in dialogue with boards—
might do something similar, asking boards the question I raised in 
chapter 9: Are portfolio returns too high? MBA students could pose 
the subversive question in class: Can corporate profits be too high? 

Advisors to corporate executives might begin raising the distinc-
tion between being profit making and profit maximizing (which I dis-
cussed in chapter 5), asking executives: Aren’t sustainability changes 
worth making even if they only break even? 
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Subversive acts can be as quick as tweets and blog posts. These 
kinds of acts, along with various forms of pranks and renaming, are 
gestures that can generate a movement that might accomplish the 
seemingly impossible. As Edward Said has so provocatively written, 
decolonization began with active resistance by the colonized and, in 
the vast majority of cases, that resistance won.16
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THE DEMOCRATIC 

ECONOMY 

Imagining Its Design,  
Seeing Its Models Demonstrated 

You don’t have to see the whole staircase,  
just take the first step.

—MARTIN LUTHER KINg JR.

AS COLONIZED AS OUR MINDS have been by wealth supremacy, 
many of us of a progressive bent have forgotten how to hope, how to 
demand. Our shared imagination has become impoverished.

With chaos mounting, more are realizing that solutions com-
mensurate with the scale of the challenge mean system change. That 
requires us to get clear on what system change means. 

I find myself recalling the story of the Seneca Falls Convention, 
where one activist dared to suggest women ask for the vote. Lucretia 
Mott is said to have replied that such a request would make them 
look ridiculous. They couldn’t go that far. Our challenge is to go that 
far—to begin sharing a vision of what we actually want.
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Dreams matter. Visions matter. For better or worse, the collective 
human mind is a world-shaping force. So too is the human heart—
that soul force that has propelled liberatory movements of every kind 
to their all-but-impossible successes: the abolition movement, votes 
and rights for women, the global wave of decolonization, and many 
others. It may be that the ongoing dream of democracy—united with 
the dreams of preserving the planetary commons and advancing racial 
equity—together can embody the liberatory force that leads into the 
next system. 

Defining the Democratic Economy

In our book The Making of a Democratic Economy, Ted Howard, the 
cofounder of the Democracy Collaborative, and I defined the demo-
cratic economy in these terms:

A democratic economy is an economy of the people, by the people, and 
for the people. It’s an economy that, in its fundamental design, aims 
to meet the essential needs of all of us, balance human consump-
tion with the regenerative capacity of the earth, respond to the 
voices and concerns of regular people, and share prosperity with-
out regard to race, gender, national origin, or wealth. At the core 
of a democratic economy is the common good, in keeping with the 
founding aims of democracy in politics.1

The concept of a democratic economy that Ted and I offered—
and that I build out here—is a composite, a synthesis of models and 
ideas emerging all around us, in response to social pain. The hope is 
that it offers the beginning of a shared vision, woven from the accom-
plishments of many who are building what might come next. 

Values Form the Heart of System Architecture 

As we’ve seen throughout earlier chapters, economic systems embody 
simple design elements. Remodeling our system begins with what we 
revere. Values form the moral heart of a social system. 
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Morality in an economy is something we’re taught is unneeded, 
irrelevant. Possibly embarrassing. Economic decisions are purely 
rational, mathematical; they’re all about self-interest, we’re told. The 
truth is, the extractive economy has a singular morality: reverence for 
financial wealth. 

By contrast, the alternate values shared by many include those at 
the heart of democracy: liberty, equality, justice. 

Freedom is not just for markets but for all of us. We all belong here, 
all beings. Nobel Prize–winning economist Amartya Sen describes a 
redefining of freedom—not as the absence of restraint on powerful 
economic players, but as the removal of unfreedoms, the removal of 
poverty and lack of opportunity, bringing people the capability to make 
meaningful choices about their lives.2 Philosopher Martha Nussbaum 
expands this “capabilities approach,” saying that a good society is about 
human dignity, and that to have a life worthy of dignity, we need the 
capability to pursue it. We need health, freedom to move without fear, 
political freedom, self-respect, dignified treatment from others.3

Beyond the values of democracy, we can recognize other values 
widely embraced: sustainability, a reverence for the living fabric of our 
common life too long desacralized and desecrated by the industrial 
economy. Community, the ability to care for one another that is essen-
tial to a good life, in contrast to the pinched value system of limit-
less profit seeking for oneself alone. Also inclusion, embracing those 
long excluded—people of color, women, those of different ethnicities. 
Reparations for historic discrimination lie at the core of democratic 
economic development, just as making payment for damages is basic 
to any healthy economy.

These moral values are self-evident. They need not be justified by 
service to “efficiency” or “productivity” or profit.

Values Define Purpose and Rights

What we value gives rise to system purpose. As Donella Mead-
ows emphasized, a system has a set of elements that are connected, 
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organized around a common purpose. The purpose of the democratic 
economy is the same as the democratic polity: to serve our common 
good. To allow us to live our lives in freedom, in a system built to be 
responsive to our needs and voices. 

Life-serving purposes are demonstrated in various models we’ve 
seen: community-controlled water providing affordable service; a 
CDFI like BlueHub renegotiating mortgages to serve the disadvan-
taged. Values and purpose are also brought to life through rights, 
structures, and forms of governance and accountability that bring 
democratic principles into the heart of the system—not relying solely 
on after-the-fact correction through taxation and regulation. 

In the economic world envisioned by neoliberals, the rights- 
bearing citizens are corporations and investors. Democracy is about 
protecting human rights and the rights of nature. 

Key to making these a reality is the right relationship of differ-
ent powers. In the extractive economy, wealth rights are absolute. In 
the US Constitution, even the president is answerable to the people 
through elections. The military is subordinate to civilian authority. 
There’s separation of church and state, as well as the separation of 
powers in the presidency, Congress, and the judiciary. There are limits 
on the powers of the president, including term limits, the ability 
of Congress to override a veto, the potential for impeachment and 
removal. There are limits on the power of government itself in the Bill 
of Rights. These are all ways to avoid the overbearing power of any 
individual or group. 

In a new paradigm for the economy, the first right relationship is 
that between the political sphere and the economic sphere. It’s a vision 
of a democratic economy in support of a democratic polity. 

Investor rights no longer eclipse all other rights. Labor comes before 
capital, with worker income no longer a cost to be minimized. In the 
way debts are handled, there’s an imperative for non- humiliation and 
caring, not ruthlessness. 

Among economic human rights taking shape in our time is the 
emerging right to water. The right to shelter, recognized in New York 
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state law and elsewhere.4 A right to subsistence, embodied in Social 
Security for the elderly, beginning to take expanded form in exper-
iments with universal basic income. A right to education. Potentially 
a right to healthcare, recognized in the free national health services of 
many nations, such as the UK. The right to a living wage, contested yet 
increasingly widely embraced.

From Rights to Accountability, Governance, 
and Infrastructure 

In system design, honoring rights and purposes means building in 
accountability to social and ecological outcomes, alongside the financial 
accountability that economic prudence requires. It means empowering 
the voices of many in governance, as Germany does, for example, in the 
codetermination practices that govern corporations, where labor is at 
the table. It means it should be as easy to join a union as it is to join 
a mutual fund. And it means empowering labor systematically, as, for 
example, in nationwide sectoral wage bargaining, no longer requiring 
unions to laboriously proceed shop by shop. It means practicing partic-
ipatory philanthropy, with the formerly excluded empowered to make 
decisions on best projects for advancing the democratic economy. 

It means new kinds of infrastructure for management of investing, 
for example—shifting from organizations owned overwhelmingly by 
white men to those owned by women and people of color. It means a 
new norm of avoiding harm to others through investments.

The overarching infrastructure of the democratic economy is gov-
ernment itself. As economist Mariana Mazucatto has articulated, gov-
ernment today is primed to play a new leading and visionary role, with 
industrial and financial planning—including managing for inflation, 
managing financial collapse, and planning for the ecological transition. 
New national institutions could be created, like Cornell law professor 
Bob Hockett’s idea for a National Reconstruction and Development 
Council, which would do public planning. Our collective ability to 
govern ourselves is the bedrock of the good society. 
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Ownership Evolves

The notion of who matters, who has rights—all of this coalesces in 
ownership. In a democratic economy, wealth is no longer limitless. It 
would be recognized as a massive system failure if Bill Gates’s fortune 
were to grow, as it has over a quarter century, from roughly $10 billion 
to more than $130 billion.5 Once we stopped laughing at how absurd 
this figure is, we would see this plantation of wealth as outdated, 
destructive, and a terrible diversion of resources to benefit one man. 

From the primitive notion of maximum extraction for oneself, 
ownership in a democratic economy evolves to a concept of broadly 
held ownership and stewardship for the good of the whole. Ownership 
is redesigned for a new era, with water and healthcare systems owned 
by the public, corporations owned in substantial part by employees, 
large corporations rechartered to serve the public good, much housing 
and land and the commons under community control. 

These are among the models that have been demonstrated as viable. 
They enable us to see that a democratic economy works—another ele-
ment in our theory of change—as the following examples illustrate. 

Community-Controlled Land and Housing 

One model for land and housing is the community land trust (CLT), 
where the community owns the land, and families own houses on top 
of it through ninety-nine-year leases. This model protected residents 
in the financial disaster of 2009, when CLT homes had foreclosure 
rates below 1 percent, compared to nearly 5 percent for conventionally 
owned homes.6 Today this model is protecting against the disaster of 
climate change. 

When Hurricane Ian made landfall in southwest Florida, it caused 
$67 billion in property damage—yet left unharmed were the twenty- 
seven cottages of the Florida Keys CLT. These low-energy homes 
were built atop twelve-foot-tall pilings, meant to withstand wind 
speeds of two hundred miles per hour. Residents pay just $1,000 a 
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month to live there. This CLT had its genesis after Hurricane Irma, 
when Maggie Whitcomb and her husband bought damaged proper-
ties and placed them in a public trust, blocking a speculative spike in 
price and building resilience for families hardest hit.7 

Another example of democratic real estate ownership is the Kens-
ington Corridor Trust. In a racially diverse Philadelphia neighborhood 
where 58 percent live below the federal poverty line, a mission-driven 
organization has created a perpetual purpose trust to gain control 
of a key commercial real estate corridor, ahead of speculators. Using 
below-market loans from foundations, the trust has acquired fourteen 
properties, mostly vacant lots and condemned buildings, and is in dia-
logue with the community on what local businesses to have in those 
spaces. “Property by property,” says Executive Director Adriana Abi-
zadeh, “we’re moving to a world where the neighborhood has control.”8 

Community-Controlled Resources, Banking, and 
a Blockchain Commons

In terms of resources under community control, an important 
and widespread model is the municipal electric utility. In Omaha, 
Nebraska, voters elect the utility board, board meetings are open to 
the public and televised, and each year a portion of profits are returned 
to the city budget. Community-owned electric utilities serve more 
than forty-nine million Americans and are documented to provide 
better service at lower rates than investor-owned utilities. The entire 
state of Nebraska is powered by cooperatives and municipal utilities.9 

In terms of banking, there’s a growing movement for city- and 
state-owned banks, like those being explored by Philadelphia, San 
Francisco, and elsewhere, which build on the hundred-year history of 
the state-owned Bank of North Dakota; it supported small-business 
lending in that state through the 2008 downturn, even as big banks 
elsewhere had stopped doing so. 

The spirit of designing for fairness and the common good is enter-
ing the blockchain world as well, with my friends Gideon Rosenblatt, 
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a former Microsoft executive, and Nathan Schneider, introduced in 
chapter 14, both involved in bringing good governance to blockchain 
technology. Rosenblatt told me he’s working with a group to build 
a Token Engineering Commons, a global commons with a goal of 
becoming “a network to create ethical, safe economic systems.” He sees 
it “as the new economic fabric,” a way to resist the autocratic tempta-
tions of technologies like Facebook and now Twitter, instead allowing 
decentralized coordination. In his words, “With the world we may be 
going into and the growing risks of authoritarianism, this may be a 
lifeline.”

Broad-Based Ownership through Cooperatives, 
Worker Ownership 

In terms of demonstrations of workable democratic economy models, 
most extensive of all is the worldwide system of cooperatives, which 
are owned by the people they serve, like the depositor-owned credit 
unions in the US, which have more than $2 trillion in assets.10 

There’s also a movement for platform cooperatives, where gig 
workers take control of their fate by cutting out the Silicon Valley 
middlemen and owning their own company, giving them direct say 
in their pay and benefits. One such example is the Driver’s Coopera-
tive, launched in New York City in 2021, which now has six thousand 
members.11

There are six thousand substantially worker-owned ESOP com-
panies in the US. Examples include Recology, a recycling and waste 
hauling company based in San Francisco with more than $1 billion 
in revenue, which is 100 percent owned by its workers and whose 
stated purpose is creating “a world without waste.” Garbage truck 
drivers there can make six-figure salaries, because when there are no 
absentee shareholders extracting profits, there’s more to go around for 
workers.12

In another instance, a new kind of staffing agency is solving the 
problem of the disaggregated workforce while also benefiting workers 
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who are predominantly people of color. AlliedUp is a worker-owned 
healthcare staffing cooperative, incubated by SEIU–United Health-
care Workers West, which places unionized healthcare workers in 
jobs. In some states, 76 percent of healthcare workers are women of 
color. The cooperative is a way to enable workers to own the staff-
ing agency that employs them—when they don’t own the hospitals 
and health systems where they’re sent every day. AlliedUp placed one 
thousand workers in its first year and aims to recruit another three 
thousand by the end of 2023 (AlliedUp.com/). 

Corporations Redesigned to Serve the 
Public Good

All of these models could be advanced through a great ownership 
transition, making democratic ownership a larger and larger part of 
the landscape over time, through a process my colleague Gar Alpero-
vitz terms “evolutionary reconstruction.”

But even if all of these democratic models were to grow substan-
tially, it would not eliminate today’s traditional corporations; indeed, 
those massive companies might well absorb successful change efforts, 
or thwart them. How can corporations be redesigned? It’s not wise to 
make the goal eliminating all private property, as communism envi-
sioned, or eliminating all private enterprise. Certainly, more public 
ownership is needed, with whole new sectors—like health and water 
and education—ideally brought under public ownership and control. 
Yet private enterprise is also vital. The imperative of our age is that it 
evolve into a new form. 

The challenge is to envision, and create, private enterprises and 
investing processes that remove capital bias. Enterprises may still be 
profit making; that’s an imperative of staying in business. What is 
dangerous, as outlined in chapter 5, is the unfettered aim of profit 
maximizing. 

The redesign of corporations and capital markets is relatively 
uncharted territory for progressives, some of whom may see any 
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notion of profit or private enterprise as inherently capitalist, or see 
private investing as necessarily extractive. 

The concept is to re-envision enterprises not as objects owned 
by external shareholders, but as living systems, human communi-
ties, subsystems of the earth. As economist Kate Raworth, author of 
Doughnut Economics, and her colleague Erinch Sahan of the Dough-
nut Economics Action Lab (DoughnutEconomics.org) put it, we need 
enterprises that are redistributive and regenerative by design. Using 
concepts of ownership structure I articulated in my book Owning Our 
Future, they’ve created a tool to help companies navigate toward deep 
redesign that is now being used by companies and business schools 
around the world.13

Corporate redesign is a topic that could easily fill an entire book, 
indeed many books; it’s something I’ve written about extensively, 
beginning with The Divine Right of Capital in 2001, which Jay Coen 
Gilbert told me inspired him—along with Andrew Kassoy and Bart 
Houlahan—to create the concept of the B Corporation, a model of 
business as a force for good. In the B Corporation, we can glimpse a 
microcosm that helps us imagine how transformational change might 
advance. 

It begins with mostly smaller, founder-led companies adopting legal 
requirements to serve many stakeholders in governing documents. 
This is what nineteen B Corporation pioneers did in 2007. Today 
there are some five thousand certified B Corporations across 79 coun-
tries and 154 industries, including firms like Patagonia, Cooperative 
Home Care Associates, and Beneficial State Bank ( BCorporation.net). 
Best among them are the dozens of enterprises that are both B Cor-
porations and worker owned, which my colleagues and I have called 
next-generation private enterprises. 

The concept of B Corporations next broadened to become a legal 
form of state incorporation, today available in thirty-six states, with 
thousands of companies adopting it, including Plum Organics and 
Kickstarter.14 The idea could also serve as the seed concept for federal 
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legislation creating a new kind of responsible major corporation, rede-
signed in its structures of power.

That’s the aim of policy proposed by Senator Elizabeth Warren in 
her Accountable Capitalism Act, which would require corporations 
with more than $1 billion in revenue to obtain a new federal corporate 
charter. That innovative charter would require corporate directors to 
consider all major corporate stakeholders—not only shareholders—
in company decisions. It also would give workers a strong voice, with 
employees electing at least 40 percent of directors.15 

What we can see evolving in these various efforts is a new concept 
of the company as a just firm, designed from the inside out for a new 
mandate: to serve broad well-being and the public good. The just firm 
is the only kind that should ultimately be permitted to exist.16 

If these kinds of enterprise ownership and governance changes 
seem arcane, they are potentially potent ways to reduce financial 
extraction systemwide, redistributing trillions of dollars to broad 
public benefit and to workers. Effective corporate redesign can accom-
plish this without government spending, instead having government 
serve as system designer. 

Prototyping the Future

While some of these models are substantial and well developed, others 
are new and small. Doesn’t everything start small? What became 
today’s Social Security system began as experiments in Montana and 
Nevada as they grappled with aiding the elderly. These became proto-
types for the massive national system that in 2022 distributed Social 
Security benefits of over $1 trillion to sixty-six million Americans.17 

Similarly in Britain, the National Health Service created in 
1948 drew inspiration from the Tredegar Medical Aid Society, a 
 community-based medical aid system in South Wales begun by work-
ers banding together to provide services for their families, later serving 
most of the town by offering medical, pharmacy, dental, and other ser-
vices all “free at the point of use.” When Clement Atlee’s government 
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was elected in a landslide, this small Welsh experiment proved a model 
for the creation of one of the world’s great national health systems. 

Seeing these various approaches and models, we can begin to imagine 
the mosaic of a different kind of economy in the making—a system 
whose institutions in their normal functioning create broad well-being.

Yet there’s a final question unaddressed: a next system for capi-
tal. Is it theoretically possible that an entire system of sophisticated, 
modern finance could serve the public good? This was a question I set 
out to explore one summer as I brought together experts who were 
pursuing various strands of work and had already figured out a good 
many answers, and whose work, in aggregate, seemed to add up to a 
full next system of capital.
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FINANCE 

Pathways Toward a  
Next System of Capital

I HAD THE GOOD fortune, in early 2022, to hear ecological econ-
omist Herman Daly speak at a Tellus Institute salon, where I and a 
dozen or so other Tellus fellows were able to talk with this visionary 
genius in person. He was warm and at ease, and spoke of how chas-
tened he felt by the fact that his ideas of the low-growth or no-growth 
economy had been ignored, all his life, by the mainstream of his pro-
fession. Our time with him was only eight months before his death. 

One metaphor Professor Daly used will always stay with me. 
He spoke of how our economy, in its approach to consumption and 
economic growth, lacks any concept of a Plimsoll line, that mark on 
the hull of a ship indicating how heavily it can be loaded before it’s 
swamped, at risk of sinking.1 

I came away thinking that we also lack a Plimsoll line for finance— 
a notion of how many capital claims can be loaded upon the backs 
of people and society before our economy becomes catastrophically 
destabilized. How massive can financial extraction be before the social 
order itself becomes unworkable? 
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We face two kinds of overgrowth, consumption and finance, which 
intertwine in a vicious cycle. Target and Walmart don’t push us to buy 
more Saran Wrap and plastic forks because they care if we use more 
forks, but because they care about growing the bottom line, which 
keeps share price growing, which makes CEOs rich through stock 
options; a rising share price also pleases shareholders and keeps CEOs 
from being fired. Capital—that money which must always grow—is 
in the driver’s seat. The growth of consumption is the result.

Poet Gary Snyder wrote about the “growth monster” whose relent-
less expansion imperils many species, asking, “If the lad or lass is 
among us who knows where the secret heart of this Growth Monster 
is hidden,” please tell us where to shoot the arrow to slow it down.2 

That secret heart is capital. Where we shoot the arrow is into the 
idea of capital. The centerless mindset. The paradigm.

A next system of capital begins with a simple premise: 

We cannot continue to operate our economy based on maximum 
growth of capital.

That was the starting premise on the table as my colleagues and I 
gathered fifteen people for a July 22, 2022, meeting at Boston Univer-
sity’s Global Development Policy Center. Our aim was to explore a set 
of pathways that, as a whole, would offer a starting sketch of how to 
move toward a full next system of capital. 

In our theory of system change, pathways build upon models, 
adding a next step: describing how we begin to get from here to 
there—in this case, from the extractive system of finance to a system 
of democratized finance. 

Our meeting took inspiration from the Stabilization Wedges 
approach to carbon mitigation developed by Princeton research-
ers Stephen Pacala and Robert Socolow, which has become a para-
digm for its field. Given the enormous task of reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions, the wedges showed how growing use of green energy 
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approaches—wind, solar, carbon capture, and so on—could reduce 
greenhouse gas concentration. In one diagram, the wedges helped us 
to imagine that the impossible was possible, utilizing tools and ideas 
already available.

We aimed to do something comparable: to show how growing use 
of existing democratic finance approaches could reduce wealth con-
centration. The result of our exploration is the seven pathways shown 
in figure 16.1. 

All seven approaches would work together to ensure capital would 
no longer be in control but in service to life. Yet with any complex 
system, change can begin anywhere, radiating out in unexpected ways. 
For example, debt jubilee—debt forgiveness—holds the power to jolt 
us: You mean all debts don’t always have to be paid? Such awaken-
ing, spurred by one pathway, can make other pathways seem suddenly 
more feasible. 

The meeting advanced a number of points of system change: 
helping imagine a next system; showing how various approaches 
have been demonstrated as workable; and laying out the pathways by 
which we might, over time—and beginning now—build a financial 
system that distributes capital in a way that is just, sustainable, and 
non-extractive, as a necessary part of the architecture of a democratic 
economy.

Restrain extraction
Rebalance wealth gapAdvance debt jubileeBoost local investingReclaim the Fed

Redesign banking

Finance green energy

FIGURE 16.1: Seven pathways to reduce wealth concentration
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Working with my colleague Leslie Harroun, senior fellow for stra-
tegic initiatives, with research support from Amy Gluckman, former 
editor at Dollars and Sense, we searched out transformative work 
underway in different aspects of finance, and structured the meeting 
by putting on the table the seven pathways, bringing together experts 
who could address each. By the end of the meeting, our rudimentary 
starting ideas had developed into robust pathway descriptions, with 
clear concepts of the public good that each would serve. It began to 
look like something approaching a comprehensive set of pathways to 
a next system of capital:

 1. Finance the energy transition in ways that democratize power 
and ownership.

We met during a week when England was under a “red” 
warning for extreme heat for the first time in history—a week 
when temperatures in London soared above 100 degrees and 
the London Luton airport shut down temporarily because the 
tarmac was melting. I kept an eye on this as the day for the 
gathering approached, because one attendee from London had 
hoped to fly in but instead chose to attend by Zoom.

That attendee was Mark Campanale, founder of Carbon 
Tracker, known for linking the established concept of “stranded 
assets” to the carbon budget, to show the substantial level of 
assets that will lose value in the transition to a fossil fuel–free 
economy, all the unburnable carbon that must be left in the 
ground if civilization is to survive. 

As Mark joined us, news was still fresh of the passage of 
Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act, which created hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars in incentives for the transition to green  energy— 
a package that analysts said would cut US carbon emissions to 
40 percent below 2005 levels by the end of the decade.3

Mark talked about how this was part of a breakthrough 
approach to the energy transition that theorists were 
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embracing—not putting carbon taxes on dirty energy, which 
was the old consensus, but instead using policy incentives to 
make the clean stuff cheaper. I found myself thinking, yes, 
this is an example of government shifting from a regulatory 
approach to becoming system designer, influencing how capital 
flows.

We’ve been living in a false narrative, Mark said, where 
the old system told us the clean energy transition would be 
expensive and impractical. In truth it will save us money. Green 
energy is now cheaper than fossil fuels, he emphasized. Really 
the issue is that maximized profits by fossil fuel producers are 
threatened.4 

“In this new energy system, all the flows are essentially free,” 
he said. Once you’ve bought your wind or solar infrastructure 
and it pays for itself, you’re using free inputs of wind and sun. 
You’re no longer dependent on fossil fuels from large corpora-
tions, which disrupts their oligopolistic position as suppliers. 

“Two things happen,” Mark said. “First, concentration of 
wealth in energy corporations disappears. Second, energy gets 
low in cost. Super profits disappear as costs lower.”

“Instead of centralized, concentrated power, you have dis-
tributed energy at the village level, household level, town level,” 
he said. You can have energy ownership by local companies, 
cooperatives. It could be a way of redistributing wealth to his-
torically disadvantaged communities, he added. 

What also might happen in the future, he continued, is that 
oligarchical wealth—the Saudis, Russia, Charles Koch—loses 
power. “We could see a transformation of power,” Mark said.

But all this depends on who gets to own the next system of 
energy. Large corporations could easily retain ownership over 
distributed power. Local, democratic ownership needs to be a 
deliberate part of the energy transition. We see here again the 
foundational power of ownership. That and the other elements 
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of system design—like purpose, accountability, governance, 
and infrastructure—recurred throughout the meeting. 

 2. Develop an ecosystem of banking and finance designed from 
the start to work in the public interest.

We heard from my colleague Stephanie McHenry, CEO of 
the Democracy Collaborative and former president of Shore-
Bank Cleveland, the for-profit, mission-led bank that once did 
high-touch lending in her predominantly Black neighborhood. 
Stephanie spoke of how the community she’d been helping was 
damaged by the subprime lenders who moved in before the 
2008 crisis. We need an expanded system of community capi-
tal, she said, including far greater support for CDFIs. 

My colleague Joe Guinan, president of the Democracy Col-
laborative, shared the UK research he’d commissioned from 
Dirk Bezemer, Michael Hudson, and Howard Reed, discussed 
in earlier chapters. Joe talked about financialization—sketching 
out how an alternative, comprehensive banking system would 
make serving human needs its purpose. In Joe’s words, “we need 
a top-to-bottom ecosystem of mutual, cooperative, community, 
and public banks that would be focused entirely on investment 
in the real economy, in greening production, in providing jobs, 
retirement security, and an economy of real human needs.”

Central to this vision is the growing movement for more 
public banks. As a prereading before the event, we circulated 
the ideas of Cornell Law professor Robert Hockett, who envi-
sions an integrated network of state and regional public banks, 
with lenders of various kinds expanded or created that are 
responsive to public input and serve community needs. These 
entities could also be responsible for large-scale investments in 
the public interest, including research and development, infra-
structure, clean energy, and energy conservation.5 

One example is Fannie Mae, a government-sponsored 
finance entity created by Congress that now deploys private 
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capital. Fannie and its cousin, Freddie Mac, are responsible 
for more than 60 percent of mortgages in the US. Had they 
refused to purchase predatory loans and remained true to their 
original purpose—to serve homeowners and expand hous-
ing on fair terms—they might have lessened the breadth and 
severity of the mortgage meltdown. Governance in the public 
interest, including consumer-oriented board members, might 
have made a difference. Also needed was democratic account-
ability, with CEO pay tied not to share price metrics, as it was 
at Fannie Mae, but to social metrics.6 

Fannie Mae is an example of how government shaping of 
capital flows need not mean writing checks out of the Treasury. 
It can instead back private capital via loan guarantees, other 
credit subsidies, or secondary market purchasing of loans to 
influence the structures and terms for capital to flow. This is 
what Biden is doing with clean energy incentives. 

It could be done so as to support a flow of money into 
converting companies to employee ownership—building that 
alternative conveyor belt we need, so that fewer companies 
end up in the hands of big capital. That’s the approach pro-
posed with the Employee Equity Investment Act, for example, 
a policy idea that proposes Small Business Administration–
type backing for equity funds that transition firms to worker 
ownership.7 

 3. Reclaim the Federal Reserve and create national coordination 
for productive community development. 

The Federal Reserve was initially set up to serve a large 
national network of locally rooted banks, few of which remain 
today, after the neoliberal revolution of the 1980s and 1990s 
allowed megabanks to swallow up the small banks. When 
banks left low-income communities, vulture lenders—payday 
lenders, tax refund lenders—moved in, and private equity is 
now invested in some of the largest of these. 
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Our demands to democratize finance ought to be much 
more radical than they typically are, Hockett argues. He sug-
gests reimagining the Federal Reserve, which now serves the 
big banks, as the people’s Fed, a “bank of the people.” Regional 
offices of the Fed could revive their old function of financing 
economic development by purchasing the loans and bonds of 
private enterprises, with a purpose of serving public priorities.8 

Hockett also proposes a National Reconstruction and 
Development Council as a strategic planning board, analogous 
to the War Industries Board and War Finance Corporation of 
World War I, and similar bodies in WWII. This body would 
bear primary responsibility for projecting and overseeing 
productive national investment, creating an annual develop-
ment strategy while coordinating funding for projects, such as 
infrastructure. 

 4. Shift investment from Wall Street to Main Street to create 
jobs and community wealth that nurture the real economy.

We also heard from Michael Shuman, author of Put Your 
Money Where Your Life Is and publisher of Main Street Journal. He 
talked about massively shifting investment to local, community- 
enhancing purposes. He spoke about the paradox that 60 to 
80 percent of jobs are with locally rooted businesses and institu-
tions (like public schools and hospitals), yet most investment is 
nonlocal. Nearly all our long-term investment (stocks, corporate 
bonds, mutual funds, pensions, insurance funds) goes into pub-
licly traded vehicles remote from communities. Trillions of dol-
lars flow to Wall Street, while local firms are starved for capital. 

“ESG is just a distraction and doesn’t change this dynamic,” 
Michael said with frustration. It’s accelerating our movement 
on the wrong track, when we need to jump to a different track 
altogether.

We talked about how the (at one time) rising stock values on 
Wall Street had been inflated by stock buybacks—artificially 
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boosting prices and contributing to the bubble that burst. “In 
moments of collapse, our job is to prevent a rescue,” Michael 
urged. Instead of bailing out this system, as we did in 2009, 
or saving the large utilities demanding help, “we have to figure 
out how to kill them gracefully or transform them into some-
thing else.” 

We saw in chapter 14 how few dollars “invested” in publicly 
traded companies actually reach companies for productive use. 
Michael’s work shows how local investing, by contrast, is pro-
ductive investment that builds family firms, aids entrepreneurs, 
creates jobs, and keeps real estate wealth local. 

Fortunately, state and local governments are beginning to 
aid this shift. For example, the Connecticut Green Bank’s offer-
ing of $25 million in Green Liberty Bonds—issued to further 
its mission of reducing climate change—sold out in forty-eight 
hours.9 Michael emphasized that Republicans also often sup-
port local investing, creating the potential for a left/right coali-
tion in building this pathway. 

New system infrastructure is needed to support more local 
investment. New kinds of exchanges, for example, could sup-
port local investing. Yet while we’ve built superhighways for 
speculative investments, productive local investments currently 
travel dirt paths. What we need, Michael said, is a generation 
of innovative young finance people to figure it all out—the 
kind of young people he encounters as he teaches in the Bard 
Green MBA program.

Much of that innovation is beginning to come at warp 
speed from the impact investing world, where countless funds 
invest in marginalized communities, decarbonize buildings, 
advance sustainable development goals, build asset ownership 
in BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people of color) communi-
ties, and accomplish infinitely more.

One leader in transformational community investing, for 
example, is Nwamaka Agbo, who leads the San Francisco–based 
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Kataly Foundation, cofounded by Regan Pritzker, that works to 
bring ownership and control of assets to BIPOC communities. 
They’ve invested, for example, in the East Bay Permanent Real 
Estate Cooperative, which helps convert real estate into coop-
erative housing for existing tenants. Agbo began initially with a 
focus on green jobs. But then the recognition dawned that “we 
should have been dreaming bigger,” Agbo said. “We should have 
been positioning ourselves as the ones to be the business owners, 
to be the designers, the architects and the decision-makers.”10

 5. Advance the debt jubilee to create economic stability, alleviate 
burdens, and aid ecosystems. 

Another pathway on the list for our Boston group was the 
idea of a debt jubilee, seen, for example, in Biden’s proposed 
forgiveness of student loan debt. The story of debt is really the 
story of the dispossessed. It’s the underside of the property 
regime, since much of the burden imposed by finance on ordi-
nary people is in the form of debt. 

Wiping away debt has been the great unthinkable idea. It 
now needs to become thinkable. 

Michael Hudson argues that when debts grow too large to 
be paid without ruining debtors, canceling bad debts is the way 
to restore balance and renew the economy. After WWII, for 
example, when most of Germany was insolvent, a debt jubilee 
through currency reform wiped out 90 percent of government 
and private debt. Germany emerged virtually debt free, paving 
the way for the “Miracle on the Rhine,” the nation’s rapid recon-
struction that helped make it the powerhouse it is today.11 

One of the most striking forms of debt cancellation is the 
debt-for-nature swap, discussed by one of our participants, 
doctoral candidate Pamela Icyeza, who is researching how 
capital market participation has affected sub-Saharan African 
states. She’s a research fellow at Boston University’s Global 
Development Policy Center, which hosted our event.
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In one recent debt-for-nature swap, completed in 2021, 
Belize was able to reduce its external debt by an impressive 10 
percent of GDP; $553 million in debt sold for 55 cents on the 
dollar (which meant the other 45 cents of each dollar of debt 
was wiped out). The deal was arranged by the Nature Con-
servancy, financed by private investors, underwritten by Credit 
Suisse, and insured by the International Development Finance 
Corporation, which meant even risk-averse pension funds 
could feel confident of repayment. In return for the debt reduc-
tion, Belize will spend millions each year on marine conserva-
tion, enabling it to double its marine-protection parks, which 
span coral reefs, mangroves, fish spawning grounds, and areas 
filled with sea grasses.12 

Debt-for-nature swaps represent a shift in how lenders 
think about risk and value. That is, given the growing awareness 
of the systemic economic (and thus financial) risks of climate 
change and biodiversity loss, there’s value in preserving nature 
and reducing climate change. Investors see reduction in debt 
repayment as being compensated for by reduced systemic risk. 

Debt jubilee has powerful potential for movement building 
for the democratic economy. In the UK, the concept is being 
advanced by the grassroots group Debt Justice, which seeks to 
relieve the debt burden of countries like Pakistan. In the US, it’s 
advanced by the Debt Collective, a debtors’ union working to 
cancel debts and organize debt strikes; it was this group, arising 
out of Occupy Wall Street, that put student loan forgiveness 
on the political map. The Debt Collective (DebtCollective.org) 
says its movement has abolished billions in student debt, med-
ical debt, payday loans, probation debt, and credit card debt. 

There is a strong moral argument for debt relief. The word 
jubilee comes from the Hebrew word for trumpet, yobel. In 
Mosaic Law, the trumpet was blown every fifty years to start 
the Year of the Lord, in which personal debts were canceled. 
The Gospel of Luke describes Jesus unrolling the scroll of 
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Isaiah and saying he had come to announce the Year of the 
Lord, the Jubilee Year.13

In this spirit, more than 460 churches have worked with 
RIP Medical Debt to forgive medical debt. The group was 
the brainchild of two former debt collectors, Craig Antico 
and Jerry Ashton, whose business model had been based on 
buying debt at a deep discount, then pushing borrowers to 
repay and pocketing the difference. In conversation with debt 
justice advocates, they realized they could simply forgive this 
debt, using philanthropic dollars to do so. They founded RIP 
Medical Debt to carry out this idea. Thus it is that churches 
can now work with this nonprofit to purchase debt for as low 
as a penny on the dollar—$1 buying $100—and then simply 
notify people that their debt is gone. RIP Medical Debt has so 
far wiped out $6.7 billion in medical debt.14 

Yet debt erasure alone doesn’t create a just system. Bernie 
Sanders proposed eliminating medical debt, then creating a 
universal healthcare system to prevent it from building again.15

 6. Rebalance the intergenerational wealth gap with wealth 
taxes and baby bonds.

In a democratic economy, wealth would neither be vastly 
concentrated nor completely eliminated. Instead, ownership of 
assets would be spread more democratically. The old “rights” 
of wealth holders to limitless returns in perpetuity would give 
way to the human rights of ordinary people. The transmission 
of economic advantage or disadvantage across generations 
would be systematically diminished. Inheritance and wealth 
taxes are democratic tools to eliminate the massive, intergen-
erational financial dynasties that create undemocratic power. 
While reasonable levels of inheritance could continue, billion-
aire empires would no longer be possible.

The people most powerfully advancing the idea of wealth 
taxes are wealthy themselves, like Marlene Engelhorn, 

WealthSupremacy.indd   176WealthSupremacy.indd   176 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



- 177 -

Democratizing Finance 

cofounder of the group Tax Me Now. This thirty-something 
heir is one in a growing number of leftist youth millionaires 
advocating for higher taxes on wealth, gathering in groups like 
Patriotic Millionaires and Resource Generation.16

At the other end of the continuum, it’s also vital to increase 
the assets of those without wealth—a goal being pursued 
through baby bonds, a concept discussed at our gathering by 
Grieve Chelwa, the Inaugural Postdoctoral Fellow at the Insti-
tute on Race, Power, and Political Economy at the New School. 
He joined our group by Zoom from Zambia.

Baby bonds are publicly funded trust accounts that give 
every child, at birth, a financial nest egg to help them attain 
financial security when they reach adulthood. They showcase 
a pathway to evening out the common inheritance of society, 
regardless of the race, gender, and economic circumstance in 
which a child is born.17

“The typical US Black household has 12 cents for every 
dollar a white household has,” Grieve said. As baby bonds close 
that gap, they are an antiracist policy. In words echoing those 
of philosopher Martha Nussbaum, Grieve emphasized that 
in the absence of inclusive economic rights, people have lim-
ited capacity to meet their material needs. “Inclusive economic 
rights take us closer to a moral economy,” he said.

The baby bond idea has been introduced at the federal level 
in the US with the American Opportunity Accounts Act. Both 
Connecticut and Washington, DC, have created baby bonds 
programs. 

 7. Restrain financial extraction by reining in private equity/
hedge funds and mobilizing institutional investors.

If we make only positive ideas the heart of building a 
democratic economy, everything we build will continue to be 
devoured. We must take on extraction itself. Most urgently, 
that means taking on the apex predator of private equity.
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There’s a growing sophistication on the left about private 
equity. An example is the Climate Risk Scorecard project cre-
ated by the Private Equity Stakeholder Project and Americans 
for Financial Reform Education Fund. As private equity snaps 
up and keeps alive the dirty fossil fuel assets being discarded by 
big oil (as we saw in chapter 9), these groups are mobilizing to 
push back. Their scorecard project is built on the premise that 
we can’t afford to let private equity pollute “under the shroud 
of darkness” and put people’s retirement at risk. The scorecard 
examines eight PE firms with a combined $3.6 trillion AUM, 
rating their energy holdings on indicators such as downstream 
carbon dioxide emissions. The group makes a clear set of 
demands, which include meeting science-based climate targets 
and reporting on a portfolio-wide energy transition plan.18

One aim of the scorecard project is educating institutional 
investors to make demands of their PE partners. Educating 
institutional investors is also the work of the Predistribution 
Initiative’s Delilah Rothenberg, who spoke at our gathering 
about how the migration of institutional funds into PE funds is 
creating unseen systemic risks for the economy as a whole. The 
Predistribution Initiative also works with investors to develop 
regenerative PE structures, which create more balanced wealth 
distribution.19

Reining in private equity, comprehensively, will take some-
thing like the Stop Wall Street Looting Act introduced in 2019 
by Senator Elizabeth Warren and others, which would restrain 
private equity in various ways. Yet the more immediate work 
of educating institutional investors is powerful in itself, as it 
begins to drive a wedge into the maximizing mind, helping 
trustees and directors tangibly see that high returns do not fall 
unblemished from the sky, and that they themselves as asset 
owners, by moving their assets up that risk–return spectrum 
and consolidating capital with the largest asset managers, are 
abetting the fracturing of society and planet all around us.
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These seven pathways, taken as a whole and working together cata-
lytically, begin to show how an entire next system of capital might be 
possible. If we hold the idea of these pathways in our mind, imagining 
how they could multiply the combined energy of many visionaries, 
the impossible begins to seem—well, if not immediately possible, at 
least imaginable. And that’s a start. 

WealthSupremacy.indd   179WealthSupremacy.indd   179 5/31/23   1:33 PM5/31/23   1:33 PM



349-99188_Rothfels_ch01_3P.indd   6

This page intentionally left blank 



17
BEgINNINg 

WHERE YOU LIVE 

Building Community Wealth

HIS SCOTTISH BROGUE IS SO THICK that it’s sometimes hard for 
me to understand him, but his enthusiasm is unmistakably infectious. 
This is a man on fire. Neil McInroy is just back from a two-week-
long barnstorming trip through Australia, meeting with officials from 
Sydney and Melbourne, attending an Australian Labor Party dinner, 
teaching master classes to economic development professionals, 
speaking with a large pension authority, and more. In his seemingly 
countless meetings, Neil’s topic was one and the same: community 
wealth building (CWB), a form of local economic development that 
transforms local economies through communities having direct own-
ership and control of their assets. 

Neil is global lead fellow at the Democracy Collaborative, work-
ing closely with Sarah McKinley, director of CWB programs—the 
two of them a formidable pair of Johnny Appleseeds spreading the 
story of building community wealth. As Sarah explains, this form of 
economic development takes the various models of the democratic 
economy—such as community land trusts, worker-owned firms, and 
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public banks—and connects them in place, building infrastructures of 
support to scale and supercharge these efforts, so they work together 
as a system.1

Communities Looking for Alternatives 

“This is not just a small pilot project here and there,” Neil says. “This 
is about rewiring the economy for social, economic, and ecological 
justice.”2 

If the idea of a full-fledged democratic economy takes shape first 
in the imagination, it’s being demonstrated in tangible communities—
most often, communities suffering from decades of disinvestment and 
disempowerment. These are the seedbed of what could come next in 
the project of bringing the economy back to earth, designing it to ben-
efit ordinary people. It starts in our own backyards. 

For these communities, the necessity of system change is already a 
painful lived reality. What community wealth brings them is proven 
models demonstrated as effective, and the imaginative vision of an 
entire local economy functioning in a new way, keeping wealth recir-
culating locally. 

The concept of CWB, first articulated by the Democracy Collab-
orative in 2005, has today developed a momentum all its own—and 
it’s being aided by a variety of organizations, like the Centre for Local 
Economic Strategies in the UK. In addition to the UK, the idea is 
catching on in cities like Amsterdam, Copenhagen, and Barcelona, as 
well as in US areas like Chicago; Alameda County, California; and 
Somerville, Massachusetts. New interest is coming from places as far-
flung as Poland, South Korea, Germany, and Bordeaux in France. 

“Globally, there’s a recognition that the economic system is not 
working properly. Capitalism is in disarray,” Neil told me. “Many state 
and local authorities are looking for alternatives.”3 

In Chicago—the third largest city in the US, where six in ten res-
idents are Black and brown—a $15 million CWB pilot was created 
by former Mayor Lori Lightfoot, and it’s being led by the Office of 
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Equity and Racial Justice. Among its goals are narrowing the wealth 
gap and stabilizing neighborhoods. 4 

A Nation Takes on Community Wealth Building

On the largest scale, one country is taking a whole-nation approach—
Scotland, where Neil serves as a CWB advisor. The Scottish gov-
ernment has named a Minister of Public Finance, Planning and 
Community Wealth Building, and it’s financially supporting CWB 
in a series of places, with additional supportive legislation in the 
works. At the forefront is North Ayrshire, an area of 130,000 and 
one of Scotland’s hardest-hit communities, which has made commu-
nity wealth the central focus of all its economic development. Follow-
ing its lead, all local councils across the country will be developing 
CWB plans.5

The North Ayrshire council has designated a number of staff to 
work on CWB, advised by a Community Wealth Building Commis-
sion of local stakeholders. The council’s strategy embraces the various 
pillars of CWB: progressive procurement, just use of land and prop-
erty, fair work, locally rooted finance, and inclusive and democratic 
enterprise. The city is investing in net-zero emissions by 2030, build-
ing two city-owned solar farms on former landfill sites, which will be 
operated as a municipal enterprise. These could potentially produce 
more than twice the energy needed for all municipal buildings, includ-
ing schools, with excess energy sold to local anchor institutions. It’s 
an example of combining the just use of land, democratic enterprise, 
local investment, and anchor procurement.6

Another example of land use is a large-scale woodland tree plant-
ing program aimed at providing carbon absorption and other com-
munity benefits.7 In terms of progressive procurement, local anchor 
institutions—the local council, college, police and fire services—have 
signed onto an anchor charter, pledging to buy and invest locally. 
This has enabled an organic farm in East Ayrshire, Mossgiel Farm, 
to supply local organic milk to schools. And, as the farmer says, the 
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children “can visit my farm and see where their food comes from.” The 
city council has also worked with local employers to adopt fair work 
practices and to create a program of forty apprenticeships for youth. 
As larger infrastructure projects proceed, they’ll emphasize contract-
ing with local businesses, including cooperatives, and providing qual-
ity jobs that pay a living wage.8 

A Game Changer for Worker Ownership

In its work supporting democratic enterprise, North Ayrshire is 
encouraging family-owned businesses to consider converting to 
worker ownership. An impressive example was the sale of Auchran-
nie, a resort on the nearby Isle of Arran, to its employees. The com-
plex, which includes two hotels and three restaurants, is valued at £4.3 
million. Full ownership is now held in an employee ownership trust 
on behalf of the resort’s 160 employees. The former owners will be 
paid out of company profits over twenty-five years.9 

In Cleveland, where CWB first began with the creation of three 
Evergreen Cooperatives—including the anchor-supported Evergreen 
Cooperative Laundry—this network of worker cooperatives has 
expanded into converting other local businesses to worker ownership 
through its Fund for Employee Ownership. Jessica Rose, a former col-
league at the Democracy Collaborative and now the chief financial 
officer at the Global Impact Investing Network, and I aided in devel-
oping the concept of such a fund, and Jessica worked on launching the 
strategic fund, which is now overseen by Evergreen’s chief investment 
officer, Jeanette Webster. We discovered a dozen similar funds form-
ing across the US, and we published research on them.10

One fund that I was particularly excited to celebrate was Apis & 
Heritage Capital Partners, which has a targeted focus of using worker 
ownership to build wealth for BIPOC workers. It was incubated by 
the Democracy at Work Institute and launched by cofounders Todd 
Leverette, Philip Reeves, and Michael Brownrigg, beginning with 
an initial $30 million from investors such as the Ford, Skoll, and 
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Rockefeller Foundations. When this fund converted Apex Plumbing 
of Denver and Accent Landscape Contractors of El Paso, Texas, to 
100 percent employee ownership, it was majority Latino workforces 
of 150 workers that benefited—along with the exiting owners and the 
fund’s investors.11

Could expanding funds like this serve as an alternative to the conveyor 
belt perpetually feeding firms into the mouth of big capital? If these 
funds grew and caught on, could they form a potentially substantial 
pathway toward a democratic economy? 

Investment banker Dick May, with American Working Capital, 
believes they could. He and his colleague Chris Mackin conceived the 
original idea of the proposed policy of the Employee Equity Invest-
ment Act, mentioned in the previous chapter, designed to bring Small 
Business Administration–type backing for worker ownership con-
version funds. They estimate that in a decade, an annual federal loan 
guarantee commitment of $100 billion could create thirteen million 
new worker owners—roughly double the number of worker owners 
today. To call this a game changer is a dramatic understatement. It 
would be transformative.12 

Clearly, a game changer is needed. The number of ESOP firms has 
been declining for two decades, down from 9,200 in 1995 to 6,500 
today (though plan participants have increased).13 Only about two 
hundred firms a year now convert to an ESOP.14 That’s a drop in the 
ocean compared to the seventeen thousand traditional mergers and 
acquisitions made in 2020.15 

Turning this around would take the clout of the federal govern-
ment. It might also take the development of different models, or 
changes to ESOP law, or other financial innovations. 

It doesn’t seem immediately likely. It would take time. But it could 
happen. As Neil said, communities are looking for alternatives. So are 
investors. 

Improbable change happens all the time.
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“What’s Happening Blew My Mind”

One group of folks not waiting on federal action are the activists 
in Amarillo, Texas, who have replicated the Evergreen Cooperative 
Laundry concept in the Texas panhandle. It’s one of the reddest areas 
in the country, and an area also known for “the Panhandle spirit,” a 
spirit of caring and community that makes it a place many can’t imag-
ine leaving. A worker-owned commercial laundry is up and running 
now, located on land from the city, with construction funding from 
the Amarillo Area Foundation and a consortium of locally owned 
banks, all with very generous repayment terms. 

The Amarillo group is now working on a larger CWB initiative. 
When they hosted a lunch to explore the idea, thirty-eight people 
showed up, including fifteen members of the local chamber of com-
merce and a leader from Bank of America. Fully twenty-eight said 
they wanted to continue the conversation. “The timing is right,” said 
my friend Mary, a core member of the activist group.16 

She spoke excitedly about discovering that Amarillo had four 
worker-owned or cooperative companies, like Cactus Feeders with its 
eight hundred employee owners. It also has a community land trust, 
Mariposa Village (Mariposa.eco), which hosts the Mariposa Tech 
Co-op of aspiring technology creators. A community-owned grocery 
is in the works in the region. And there’s a woman interested in start-
ing a fund to support women-owned businesses. 

“Seeing what’s happening in Amarillo blew my mind,” Mary 
said. We talked about the “silver tsunami” of 3 million retiring baby 
boomer business owners in the US and how most of these businesses 
could close, yet selling to workers was a way to keep these businesses 
and their jobs going, recirculating local wealth. When she shared this 
idea with the pastor of a local Latino church, he told her he had a 
lot of those business owners in his congregation, people like plumb-
ers and electricians, whose children didn’t want to take over their 
companies; employees could be the logical new owners. The Amarillo 
group is interested in starting an employee ownership center, and I 
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connected them with the Employee Ownership Expansion Network, 
which is starting state centers across the country, with a network of 
twenty so far. 

“This isn’t about pushing a boulder up a hill,” Mary said. “We’re at 
the top of the hill. We need to push the boulder down.”

She’d read various drafts of my book in progress, and she told me 
it was pointing to something so clear: “Once you see it, you can’t unsee 
it.” But, she urged, “don’t leave people in despair. There’s more hap-
pening than people know, and I suspect that’s true all over. We’re not 
starting from zero. This is the beginning.”
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CONCLUSION

We’re Not Talking about  
the Real Problem Yet

We live in capitalism. Its power seems inescapable. So 
did the divine right of kings. Any human power can 

be resisted and changed by human beings.

—URSULA K. LE gUIN

THERE’S A REASON that wealth supremacy—capital bias, property 
bias—has lagged behind other forms of bias in being recognized. The 
end of a property regime is the end of a way of life. The end of the 
property regime of slavery and plantations was the end of a way of life 
in the American South. The end of the property regime of imperial-
ism was the end of an age. 

A way of life on our planet is ending. Whether we find our way out 
of the chaos to positive system change remains to be seen.

Yes, we have to work on positive solutions, building community 
wealth, advancing employee ownership, and much more. My work 
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for the last three decades has been about little else. But I’ve come to 
see that we also—and, I’d argue, first—have to grapple with the scale 
and depth of the problem. In order for the work of building alter-
natives to take on the enormous momentum it requires, we need to 
recognize our situation as an emergency. Not just the emergency 
of climate change and the polycrisis. The emergency of financial-
ization. The unrelenting problem of too much financial extraction, 
the way this is locked in because the unseen ruling class has our 
society in a stranglehold, quietly crushing the resilience of families 
and democracy. 

This is a painful truth to see and talk about. It will be uncomfort-
able to have these conversations. Many of us prefer to focus more on 
positive solutions, because isn’t that where real change takes hold? I 
would argue no. 

When An Inconvenient Truth came out back in 2006, imagine if 
Al Gore had stood there with his PowerPoints and talked about the 
possibilities of solar power, wind power, insulating homes, changing 
our light bulbs. We would have yawned and walked out saying, Such 
nice ideas; too bad they’re not catching on. 

Instead he talked about the problem. He put up all those arcane 
charts about how carbon emissions were soaring, how these gases in 
the atmosphere trapped heat like a greenhouse, how this created a 
warming effect that would destabilize natural systems and threaten 
civilization as we’ve known it. We walked out of that theater terrified. 
The scale of the problem blew our minds.

And because it blew our minds—because the scale of the problem 
really is that big—people all over the world, by the millions, have been 
galvanized to develop solutions. That is why all those nice ideas—
solar power, wind power—found momentum.

I remember, after that film, hearing people in line at the grocery 
store talking about climate change. When was the last time you over-
heard someone at the grocery store talking about financialization? 
When have you read a magazine article about the problem of “too 
much finance” and how that’s the root of so many crises we face?
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We’re not talking about the real problem yet. So we’re not united. 
The fight of millions of families to afford food and heat, the fight to 
save democracy from the assault by the parties of wealth, the struggle 
of people of color to find security and prosperity, the battle to stave off 
escalating ecological crises —these could be the streams that feed into 
a river of a movement that swells beyond resistance into demands for 
systemic transformation.

These separate battles could become one, if we shared an under-
standing of the deep system problem that feeds them all—the over-
grown, financialized economic system and its insidious processes 
of wealth extraction, which are the often invisible forces driving so 
many crises. 

We’re not connecting the dots yet. We don’t hear about the rising 
number of billionaires and think: opioid crisis, precarious workers 
barely getting by. As college endowment returns soared not long ago, 
trustees weren’t thinking: local firms shut out by chains, private equity 
bankrupting companies, Black families losing equity in their homes.1 
When big tech firms’ share prices were lofty, we didn’t think: post-
truth society, corruption of democracy. 

We could. As we have seen, these outcomes are symptoms of root 
causes found in the structures and practices of our capital-centric 
economy, and in the power that system creates for a wealthy elite. 

Where We Begin Is by Talking

We need to talk more about this system crisis. Yes, we do talk about 
the plutocracy, but not enough about the underlying rules and struc-
tures that create it. Not enough about the system logic that leads to 
financialization and its destabilizing, devastating effects—precarity, 
monopolies, the capture of government. Not enough about the prob-
lem of the machine busy pumping up asset bubbles that burst, CEOs 
spending trillions on thin air, when the world is on fire. 

We need to help each other wrap our heads around the fact that 
there’s too much financial “wealth” in our world; that the extraction 
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this wealth requires is now causing a net loss of strength to society, 
a loss of resilience, a loss of biodiversity, a loss of families’ ability to 
provide for themselves and rear their young in security. 

This will get worse if it is not recognized and dealt with openly. 
As we move forward into the Anthropocene—the world where 

wildness is disappearing, a world of record heat waves and flooding 
and famine—to continue operating our economy to maximize wealth 
for the few is the path of madness. What can see us through is the 
recognition that there is only one living system, the earth; that all of 
human life is a subsystem of it; and that the only rational economy for 
the future is one built on the truth that we’re all in this together. 

Where we begin challenging the current system is by naming 
wealth supremacy, talking about it. As we track the rise of greenhouse 
gases, let’s also track the rise of financial asset inflation, with frequent 
analysis and stories of its effects. 

Let’s help each other get that financialization is more than a collec-
tion of obscure charts in academic papers. It’s a force in our society—
an extractive force of unprecedented power and unimaginable size, 
the inevitable result of a system built on the myth that no amount of 
wealth is ever enough. 

Let’s expose the fact that one-third of GDP is being extracted by 
the finance industry, make visible the fact that financial assets are five 
or more times the size of GDP yet still bent on limitless and eter-
nal growth. Let’s highlight how this wealth too often is the result of 
taking from the rest of society. And let’s talk about the war on workers 
as a built-in outcome of this capital-centric system design, this belief 
that the wealthy matter more than the rest of us. 

Recognizing That Financialization and 
Wealth Supremacy Are Real 

Progressives have been locked, for decades, in a cycle of trying to 
defend the gains of the post-WWII era, aiming to make capitalism 
less bad even as it’s grown more brutal. We’ve yet to cohere around 

CONCLUSION
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a radical, positive, united agenda for system change. Neoliberals, 
by contrast, have remained true to their pure agenda—maximizing 
gains for the financial elite, while keeping that system free from gov-
ernment restraint—which has brought us our unstable economy of 
financial overshoot. Since defending this unsustainable system now 
requires more drastic methods, it is conservatives who have become 
the revolutionaries.

Deep change, system change, can begin in earnest when society 
perceives that the problem of financialization and wealth supremacy 
is real. It is not an ideological shouting match. It’s a reality we need 
to face. Recognizing this is a prelude to the great task ahead—the 
task of transferring wealth and power from the hands of the few to 
the control of the many, the task of creating a system designed not to 
maximize financial wealth but to keep life flourishing. 

Cooperatives, worker ownership, public banks, city-controlled 
water, and the other models of a democratic economy offer a compass 
point. But in addition to building the positive, we also need to stop the 
extraction, and that means rooting out and removing capital bias from 
the design of ownership and corporations and capital markets. At this 
moment of planetary and societal peril, all economic institutions are 
needed in the work of serving the public good. The archaic purpose of 
serving the wealthy few has outlived its day.

To continue its dominance, the centerless mind of capital extraction 
requires our acceptance of its normality, its legitimacy. We have the 
power to withhold that legitimacy. We have the power to see and 
name what’s really going on, and to call out the extractive system’s 
disastrous consequences. 

Solutions will shift and change. But once we understand the problem 
of wealth supremacy, we’ll be better able to chart our course through the 
turbulence ahead. There’s no guarantee of success. Not even a likelihood 
of success. But system change doesn’t start by asking: Is transformation 
possible? Instead we ask: Is it necessary? It’s here we begin. 

CONCLUSION
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Wealth Supremacy   

Discussion Guide

I HOPE THAT READING Wealth Supremacy provided some new 
insights about our economic system and the potential for systemic 
change. It may also have raised some questions that might be bene-
ficial to explore in your own circles. These discussion prompts invite 
you to engage with others in various kinds of dialogue. 

One set of questions is about the book’s core concepts of wealth 
supremacy, capital bias, and financialization—how they may be 
expressed in culture, whether or not you agree with them. The 
other set of questions is about which models and approaches of 
building a movement for change might or might not inspire people 
or catch on.

The cultural context of wealth supremacy, capital 
bias, and financialization 

 1. How has capital bias affected you personally? 

 2. What effects of capital bias have you seen in your community?

 3. How do you think our culture and educational systems reflect 
capital bias?

 4. Kelly writes that much of wealth bias is unconscious. Do you 
agree?

 5. To what extent do you think wealth bias is explicit in our soci-
ety? Where do you see it?
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 6. What can we learn from other nations and cultures about cre-
ating a more equal society?

 7. Do you agree with Kelly that “moral capitalism is as impossible 
as moral racism”?

 8. What values in our current economic system should be 
retained?

 9. Many individuals make personal choices not to pursue wealth 
maximization, yet corporations are expected to do so. Where 
does that disconnect come from?

 10. How much do you think the values of extractive capitalism 
flow from patriarchal values?

 11. Since financialization is such a huge phenomenon, why is it 
largely missing from the public discourse in the US? 

Building a movement

 1. Kelly says there isn’t yet much of a unified democratic economy 
movement. Do you agree?

 2. Kelly provides many examples of projects aimed at community 
wealth building and democratic ownership. Do you think these 
projects can be scaled and become the new norm? What would 
it take to do that?

 3. Kelly suggests a prank of workers running a parallel election 
for board seats. Can you imagine this at your workplace?

 4. Do you think recent changes in the economy as a result of the 
COVID pandemic (for example, the rise of work-at-home life-
styles) open up more or fewer opportunities for a transition to 
a more equal society?

 5. Do you see opportunities for building a movement in your own 
community?

 6. If you have any money invested, how do you feel about your 
investing portfolio?
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 7. Have you ever tried to invest locally?

 8. Of the examples Kelly provides of projects challenging 
extractive capitalism, which ones do you see having the most 
potential to inspire demoralized workers?

 9. Which examples might interest government economic devel-
opment agencies?

 10. How can technological innovation be harnessed to accelerate 
the transition to a more equal society?
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 13 In 1995, there were 9,232 plans covering 7.2 million workers. Today, there are 
6,482 ESOPs covering 10.2 million active members. “Employee Ownership by 
the Numbers,” National Center for Employee Ownership, accessed March 8, 
2023, https://www.nceo.org/articles/employee-ownership-by-the-numbers.

 14 “The History and Composition of ESOPs,” PCE Investment Bankers, Inc., 
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Conclusion: We’re Not Talking About the Real Problem Yet
 1 “The median return at US colleges for the last fiscal year was 27% and 34% for 

endowments with more than $500 million of assets.” Mike Scutari, “University 
Endowments Have Grown Dramatically. How Should Officials Allocate the 
Earnings?,” Inside Philanthropy, January 13, 2022, https://www.insidephilanthropy 
.com/home/2022/1/13/university-endowments-have-grown-dramatically-how 
-should-officials-allocate-the-earnings. 
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Resources for Action

Companies and Business Schools

Every kind and size of company, globally, can elect to become a B Cor-
poration, or in the US can incorporate in most states as a benefit 
corporation. Both these actions mean embracing in governing doc-
uments a commitment to serving many stakeholders. Even publicly 
traded companies are beginning to take such steps. Many companies 
use employee ownership of various kinds. Some firms are undertaking 
comprehensive redesign initiatives to rethink their ownership design. 
Business school faculty and students are also engaged.

 ● If your organization is considering forming a committee to 
explore becoming a B Corporation or benefit corporation, 
learn more at https://www.bcorporation.net. 

 ● If your business or business school is interested in ownership 
redesign, explore the Doughnut Design Tool for Business 
created by the Doughnut Economy Action Lab (founded by 
economist Kate Raworth, author of Doughnut Economics). A 
doughnut economy is one that stays within planetary bound-
aries and societal boundaries of well-being. This tool is being 
used by business schools and companies across the world: 
https://doughnuteconomics.org/tools/191.

 ● If your firm is considering adding employee ownership, you’ll 
find helpful materials from the National Center for Employee 
Ownership (NCEO): https://www.nceo.org/. 
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 ● If a company division will be spun off and managers might be 
interested in leading a worker buyout, you can find an ESOP 
expert through NCEO’s Service Provider Directory: https://
www.nceo.org/service-provider-directory.

Community Wealth Building

 ● If your community is considering doing an inventory of com-
munity wealth building (CWB) institutions, you can learn 
more at the Democracy Collaborative site: https://democracy 
collaborative.org/programs/cwb. 

 ● Anchors are large nonprofits rooted in place, like universities, 
museums, and nonprofit hospital systems, as well as city gov-
ernments and schools. The Evergreen Cooperatives in Cleve-
land were supported by local anchors, including the Cleveland 
Clinic, which uses the worker-owned Evergreen Cooperative 
Laundry as its primary laundry vendor. More than seventy 
health systems are members of the Healthcare Anchor Net-
work, together sharing how to use their purchasing, hiring, and 
investing to benefit the health and well-being of their commu-
nities: https://healthcareanchor.network/. 

 ● There are two thousand publicly owned and eight hundred 
cooperatively owned electric utilities in the US. To check for 
your town or city, see the map at the American Public Power 
Association: https://www.publicpower.org/where-public-power. 

 ● To find out how many worker-owned firms are in your com-
munity, consult the Certified Employee Owned directory, 
which lists more than six thousand US companies with signifi-
cant, broad-based employee ownership: https://www.certifiedeo 
.com/companies. Find worker co-ops through the US Feder-
ation of Worker Cooperatives and  the Democracy at Work 
Institute directory: https://www.usworker.coop/directory/. 
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 ● To learn if your state has a center for employee ownership, 
check the Employee Ownership Expansion Network: https://
www.eoxnetwork.org/state-centers. 

 ● Land banks are government or nonprofit entities that assem-
ble, own, and manage vacant or foreclosed property in order 
to stabilize neighborhoods and encourage responsible redevel-
opment. To find out if your community has one, consult the 
national map of land banks at https://communityprogress.org 
/resources/land-banks/national-land-bank-map/.

 ● Learn more about community land trusts, which create per-
manently affordable home ownership for generations of lower- 
income families (as discussed in chapter 15), through the 
Grounded Solutions Network at https://groundedsolutions.org 
/strengthening-neighborhoods/community-land-trusts. 

 ● Find community development financial institutions (CDFIs) 
in your area through the Opportunity Finance Network’s 
directory at https://www.ofn.org/cdfi-locator/. 

 ● In the US and Canada, the Land Back movement advocates 
reestablishing political and economic control over the ances-
tral land of Indigenous communities. Learn more at https://
landback.org/. 

 ● Perpetual purpose trusts, referenced in chapters 13 and 15, 
create community benefit through shared ownership for busi-
nesses, real estate, land, and more. Purpose US is an arm of 
the international nonprofit advancing this model, working, for 
example, with groups in Philadelphia; Kansas City, Missouri; 
Tulsa, Oklahoma; and Atlanta on trusts that remove real estate 
from the speculative market and put it under community- 
controlled governance. See https://www.purpose-us.com/. 
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Next System of Capital 

 ● If you or institutions you’re connected to—your church, college, 
city and state pension funds—are interested in exploring local 
investing and impact investing, get started by reading Michael 
Shuman’s Put Your Money Where Your Life Is or sign up for his 
free Main Street Journal at https://www.themainstreetjournal 
.org/. Learn about impact investing through the Global Impact 
Investing Network at https://thegiin.org/. 

 ● As the debtors’ union US Debt Collective says, “Alone our debts 
are a burden. Together they make us powerful.” If you’re inter-
ested in understanding how to cancel unjust debt, explore this 
organization at https://debtcollective.org/. In the UK, explore 
Debt Justice at https://debtjustice.org.uk/. 

 ● To learn about forgiving medical debt for pennies on the dollar, 
as discussed in chapter 16, explore the nonprofit RIP Medical 
Debt at https://ripmedicaldebt.org/. 

 ● Check out the Private Equity Stakeholder Project, which 
engages with communities and families impacted by private 
equity: https://pestakeholder.org/. 

 ● If you’re interested in big ideas about a next system of capital, 
like Robert Hockett’s idea of turning the Federal Reserve into a 
people’s Fed, read Democratizing Finance: Restructuring Credit to 
Transform Society, part of the Real Utopias Project, edited by Fred 
Block and Robert Hockett (London/New York: Verso, 2022).

 ● To better understand financialization, a good place to start is 
Nicholas Shaxson’s book The Finance Curse (New York: Grove 
Press, 2018). 
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