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Abstract  

Financial crises and scandals have historically played an important role in the critique as 

well as the legitimisation of financial markets. They also highlight the need of those 

wanting to legitimise the economic systemsΩ need to develop  ideological strategies by 

which its harms are normalised, justified or concealed. Investors themselves are targets 

of such legitimising discourses, and it is important to understand how they are addressed, 

animated and beguiled. In this thesis I look at the various interpretations of freedom and 

justice that are mobilised in financial advice publications after the 2008/2009 financial 

crash and consider how these understandings work to manage the tensions and 

contradictions of investor capitalism. With a sample of 478 articles published between 

2010 and 2013, using methods drawn from critical discourse and thematic analysis, I 

explore the various moral norms constructed in the publications and look at how these 

norms make sense of harms associated with financial activity, as well as how they 

construct investing as a meaningful activity.  

What I discover is that there are three distinct moral positions in my data, which work 

together to create a belief system in which challenges to the legitimacy of free markets 

can be neutralised without having to be addressed directly. I also situate these findings 

within a historical context by tracing the way that moral ideas about financial markets 

have developed over the last 300 years. I pay special attention to the way that in the wake 

of financial crises, partial explanations of the crises have been integrated into the moral 

narratives, thus normalising financial markets. My study shows some of the ways this 

process can be observed in the wake of the 2008/2009 financial crises, with a special 

focus on the way that fear is used to evade moral questions.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Animal Spirits  

Lƴ Ƙƛǎ нлмс ǿƻƻŘŎǳǘ ά!ƴƛƳŀƭ {ǇƛǊƛǘǎέ DǊŀȅǎƻƴ tŜǊǊȅ ŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ ŀ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ōŜŀǎǘΦ IŀƭŦ ōŜŀǊΣ 

half bull, this creature levitates over a derelict landscape. At the bottom of the picture 

there is a stony cliff, broken and fragmented with a few ferns growing here and there. 

Right at the front there is a naked baby, lying alone on a rock with a vacant expression on 

their face. The only other human figure in the picture is in the lower left-hand corner, 

hanging by the neck from the branch of a barren tree. In the background the landscape 

is bare save for oil derricks stretching as far as the eye can see.  

The most extraordinary thing in the picture, however, is the bearbull itself. His face, 

extremities and genitals are fully formed and depicted from the outside. His torso is cut 

Figure 1 - Grayson Perry - The Bearbull. Woodcut, 2016 
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ƻǇŜƴΣ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀƴŀǘƻƳȅ ǘŜȄǘōƻƻƪΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǎǘΩǎ ƛƴƴŜǊ ƻǊƎŀƴǎ, which are 

labelled. But instead of the names of the organs, the labels show attributes. The spine is 

labelled άcommon senseέ, the lungs are άimportantέ, the small intestines άsensibleέ and 

the colon άprudentέ. His heart is labelled άobjectiveέ.  

The woodcut was created for ǘƘŜ /ƘŀƴƴŜƭ п ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ά!ƭƭ aŀƴέ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ tŜǊǊȅ 

investigated masculinity in different settings. For the third part of the documentary the 

artist interviewed bankers and investors in London. What he found talking to these men 

was that, unlike the cage fighters and street gang members interviewed in the previous 

episodes, these men ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άǘƻȄƛŎ 

ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛǘȅέ όYǳǇŜǊǎ нллрύΦ !ǎƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƳŀŎƘƻΣ ǎǳǇŜǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ 

ǇǊŜŘŀǘƻǊȅ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘέΣ ¢ƻƳΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜǎΣ ǎŀƛŘ ά¢Ƙŀǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻŜǎƴϥǘ ŜȄƛǎǘΣ ǘƘŀǘ 

genuinely doesn't exist. It's got a lot more dull. It's much more about very carefully 

ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ Χ aƻǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƎŜŜƪǎΦέ WŀŎƪΣ ŀƴ 

investment managerΣ ŀŘŘǎ ά²ŜΩǾŜ ŘŜǾƻƭǾŜŘ1 ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛǘȅέΦ 

Instead of priding themselves on testosterone-packed shouting matches and aggressive 

posturing, these individuals meditate in order to hone their senses and become even 

more successful at making their fortunes ς through self-discipline they have become 

more rational, objective, logical.   

Perry, not one for subtlety (it might be added that the other piece of work produced for 

the bankers was a giant ceramic penis with banknotes and pictures of George Osborne 

ƻƴ ƛǘύΣ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ōǳȅ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴƪŜǊǎΩ claim that theirs was a less destructive form of masculinity. 

Instead of being more evolved than other men, Perry argues in the documentary, these 

bankers have simply learned to better hide the more toxic aspects of their character. For 

him, the bearbull is a lie. It symbolises the dishonesty of these men, who merely pretend 

ǘƻ ōŜ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƘƛŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜŀƭ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎΦ tŜǊǊȅΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

bearbull seems based on a binary understanding of both gender and morality: masculinity 

is a destructive force ς uncontrolled, aggressive, and violent ς that causes men to behave 

irresponsibly and immorally. Having a lot of masculinity is bad, having less is better. Perry 

 
1 Given that just before Jack had been talking about evolution, it is likely that he meant to use evolved he 

instead.  
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cannot believe that the sensitive masculinity is real, since if it were, it would have to put 

controls on the damaging behaviour of these men.  

This dichotomy between destructive masculinity and rational calmness betrays a very 

limited understanding of the gender and its social functions. Both aggressiveness and 

rationality may be considered forms of what Cornell and Messerschmidt (2005) call 

άƘŜƎŜƳƻƴƛŎ ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛǘȅέΥ άǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ Ƴƻǎǘ ƘƻƴƻǳǊŜŘ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ Ƴŀƴέ 

(Messerschmidt 2005:830). The specific way that this masculinity looks might change 

over time and depend on specific cultural norms. But at its core there is always a set of 

rules which men must conform to in order to be seen as sufficiently masculine.  

Perry however seems to disbelieve the bankersΩ claims that they are rational men.  If they 

really were objective, rational and in control of themselves, the argument seems to be, 

ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ ƭŜǎǎ ŘŀƳŀƎŜΦ ²ƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ŘǳŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǿƘŀǘ 

their own work is about, I want to propose a different interpretation of the picture. What 

ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴƪŜǊǎΩ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΣ ǎŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀƭΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

behind a smokescreen that hides their real, toxic nature, but that it is their seriousness, 

their sensibility and their common sense that are toxic about them? What if the problem 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ άǾƛǊǘǳŜǎέ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŦŀƭǎŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ōŜ 

intrinsically morally good? For the bankers (and for Perry) it seems self-evident that it is 

better to be rational, serious and objective than, for example, to be led by emotion, 

humour or subjective feelings. It thus seems inconceivable that they could be sincerely 

embodying those values while still causing harm, and Perry must suspect them of faking 

their rationality. The far more troubling explanation here, though, is that it is the very 

conception of rationalities the bankers endorse that are dangerous.  

1.2 Rationality, Morality and Freedom 

tŜǊǊȅΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜǎǘ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻǘƻ-Marxist approach to morality 

in which moral ideas are used by members of a ruling class to obscure the injustice of the 

material economic reality. These ideologies imply that the economic stratification of 
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society is just, since those who own more than others are deserving of their wealth (Marx 

мфонύΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ tŜǊǊȅΩǎ ŦƛƭƳ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ŀƴŘ 

acquired qualities and their mastery of rational virtues that enable them to beat the 

system while others fail2.  

The other readƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜΣ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ²ŜōŜǊΩǎ όмфтуύ 

understanding of the relationship between capitalism and morality as one of competing 

forms of rationality. Within this reading, ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƻŦ tŜǊǊȅΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ōŜǎǘ 

understood as examples of instrumental rationality (Zweckrationalität). Weber 

distinguishes between instrumental rationality (or means-ends rationality) and value 

rationality (Werterationaltät). While instrumental rationality involves a utilitarian 

calculation of Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΣ ǾŀƭǳŜ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ άƛǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ƛƴ 

the value for its own sake of some ethical, aesthetic, religious, or other form of behaviour, 

independent of its prospects of success (Weber 1978, pp. 24-25). In The Protestant Ethic 

and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber (2014) describes how pre-capitalist Calvinist societies 

in the 16th century started developing the values that would eventually make capitalism 

possible. Calvinists believed that wealth on earth was a sign that an individual had been 

predestined by God to be one of the chosen who would go to heaven after death. They 

thus developed a form of value-rationality in which they aimed to maximise their worldly 

possessions. The foundations of instrumental rationality, according to Weber, thus 

emerged in a context in which economic gain was seen as good because God blessed 

those he favoured with earthly goods. In the 19th and early 20th century then, when 

means-ends thinking had become solidly established as a form of rationality, it shed itself 

 
2 It is also notable that of the three different groups of men Perry spends time with the bankers 

are the only group to receive art which mocks them. The cage fighters in Episode One receive 

a trade union style tapestry which likens them to miners, and which is carried out of Durham 

Cathedral accompanied by a brass band. The men and boys involved in gangs in Episode Two 

receive a sculpture named ά{tabbed Boyέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŀƛƴǎ ǿŜƛƎƘƛƴƎ 

on the gang member. In both cases Perry seems to be arguing that there is a deeper sense of 

both injury and honour in the men. The fact that he cannot find the same sense of honour in 

members of the financial elite implies that maybe his show is less about gender than it is about 

class and that Perry simply finds it a lot easier to sympathise with working class men than with 

those with more privilege.  
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from its religious origins and morphed into means-ends rationality.  Thus, while it would 

seem that value rationality and instrumental rationalities are opposites, instrumental 

rationality developed as a form of value rationality not in opposition to the former. 

However, in the 19th and 20th centuries the religious roots of instrumental rationality 

were lost and a form of rationality in its own right evolved.   

The bankers interviewed by Perry did not (as far as they told him) seem aware of these 

roots of their rationality. Rather, they did not seem to question the reasons for the values 

they pursued. Instrumental rationality has emancipated itself from the confines of 

religion and now stands as a moral good in its own right. tŜǊǊȅΩǎ ǎǳǎǇƛŎƛƻƴǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ 

bankers and their professed rationality are based on an understanding of morality which 

does not believe that anyone can cause harm if they truly believe they are doing the right 

thing.  Using the distinction between instrumental and value rationality, it seems more 

likely that the interviewed bankers really do believe the things they profess to believe. 

The reason that they can earnestly believe in these values while still causing harm is that 

the values they follow do not, in themselves, lead to anything good. For Perry it seems 

common sense that if something is moral it should not harm others. For the bankers this 

seems less clear.  

²Ƙŀǘ aŀǊȄ ŀƴŘ ²ŜōŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 

the relationship between capitalism and morality. They both presuppose that the essence 

of morality has been damaged by capitalism in some way, or at least developed in a way 

that changes its nature substantially.  This view stands in stark contrast to another set of 

theories that are taught less often as part of a social sciences syllabus but found more 

often in the realm of economics. These theories see the relationship of capitalism and 

morality as a positive one and argue that capitalist systems create their own forms of 

morality which are superior to other moral ideas as they allow for the maximum amount 

of individual liberty (e.g.Hayek 1944, 1948). A variety of terms have been used to describe 

those theories which see a positive connection between capitalism and morality: 

libertarianism, neo-liberalism, Austrian or Chicago School Economics, objectivism, 

Washington Consensus, philanthrocapitalism ς there are countless terms which differ not 

only in content but also in usage. There are several important recent works that have 

explored these beliefs, both in terms of their development and their relationships to one 
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another and other movements like conservatism, religious beliefs and fascist ideologies. 

These connections are important in terms of understanding how the ideas described in 

this thesis have not developed in a vacuum but rather have always existed within specific 

political and economic circumstances. The social processes and political formations which 

have led neoliberal beliefs have been extensively researched by social and political 

scientists (e.g. Peck 2010a, Peck 2010b, Phillips-Fein 2011. Ott 2011, Larner 2000, Jones 

2012). One common theme amongst these analyses is that economic liberalism or 

neoliberalism must be understood not just as economic theories but as an ideology 

promoted and in turn giving justification to right-wing politics.  

More recently Melinda Cooper (2021) has explored the connections between 

libertarianism and right wing-populism, arguing that ά!ƭǘ-ǊƛƎƘǘέ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ both stand in the 

history of economic liberalism and grow out of its contradictions. Similarly Finlayson 

(2021: 183) looks at the figures of the so-called άLƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ 5ŀǊƪǿŜōέ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛbe how 

ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ƻƴ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ƛǎ άŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ congruent with 

IŀȅŜƪƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳέ . Finlayson draws on Slobodian (2018, 2019) 

here to point out that the critiǉǳŜǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ά!ƭǘ-ǊƛƎƘǘέ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ άLƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ 

5ŀǊƪǿŜōέ ŀǊŜ άŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƛǘƘƛƴέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǇŜƭƭ ƻǳǘ ŀƴ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ 

ideology, not a rejection.  

All of this work is important in giving context to my research, which in itself takes a 

snapshot of free market beliefs. The variety and diversity of these theories has proven a 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ L ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ άŦǊŜŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎέ ŀǎ ŀƴ ǳƳōǊŜƭƭŀ 

term encapsulating all these different concepts. My definition of free market belief is any 

theory or belief system which claims to have άunregulatedέ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ άǎƳŀƭƭ 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘέ ŀǘ ƛǘǎ ŎƻǊŜ. I ƘŀǾŜ Ǉǳǘ ōƻǘƘ άǳƴǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘέ ŀƴŘ άǎƳŀƭƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘέ in 

quotation marks given that these words mean different things depending on who uses 

them. ά¦ƴǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘέ ƘŜǊŜ ƳŜŀns that these theories argue that the state should enforce 

ƴƻ ƻǊ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƳƛǘ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀƳŀǎǎ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΤ άǎƳŀƭƭ 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘέ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƻǊ ŀōƻƭƛǎƘŜŘΦ ²Ƙŀǘ 

exactly these functions are differs from theory to theory, but the factor they have in 

common is that they always include significant functions of the welfare state.  In practice 

this means that these theories most often accept significant state intervention in order 
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to facilitate market exchanges, while being far less sympathetic to welfare spending that 

offers support for poor people. ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŜƴŘƻǊǎƛƴƎ ŀ άƳƛƴƛƳŀƭ 

ǎǘŀǘŜέΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳgh as some critiques have pointed out,the amount of regulation necessary 

to regulate exchange is far from minimal (e.g. Amable 2011, Beddelem 2021, Brown 2015, 

Frank 2011, Larner 2000).  

 

Beyond that, free market theories vary in almost every aspect, for example, how exactly 

they envision the relationship between the state, corporations and individuals; and what 

role they think the law and law enforcement should play. They also draw on different 

epistemological assumptions as well as moral bases. I do not profess to capture free 

market belief in all its complexity in this thesis. A helpful categorisation of the different 

ways that proponents of free market belief make sense of the impact that markets have 

on society is developed by Fourcade and Healy (2007). Fourcade and Healy draw on the 

work of Albert O. Hirscheman (1982), who distinguishes between theories that see this 

relationship as civilising, destructive and feeble. Hirschman describes as the civilising 

theory that commerce and trade civilise people and allow all human needs to be fulfilled 

through peaceful exchange ς an assumption very present in most free market belief 

systems. This position, Hirschman argues, was widely accepted throughout the 18th 

Century. He draws on Thomas Paine, in The Rights of Man (1792: 251)  

[Commerce] is a pacific system, operating to cordialise mankind, by 

rendering Nations, as well as individuals, useful to each other. The 

invention of commerce is the greatest approach towards universal 

civilization that has yet been made by any means not immediately 

flowing from moral principles [p. 215]. 

It stands in contrast to the idea that capitalism erodes morality as exemplified by the 

Marx and Weber above. Hirshman points out that this idea of erosion is central to Marxist 

theory, which argues that capitalism erodes the very moral foundations it needs to 

function.  άCapitalism is here cast in the role of the sorcerer-apprentice who does not 

know how to stop a mechanism once set in motion-so it demolishes itself along with its 

ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎέ όIƛǊǎŎƘƳŀƴƴ 1982: 1469). 
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It is in response to these critiques that the third category is developed which understands 

markets as feeble in that they potentially have ability to be civilising but are not able to 

fulfil that function due to government and societal interference. It is this form that most 

modern-day free market beliefs fall into.  Fourcarde and Healy refine HirshmanΩǎ 

categorisiation, identifying different kinds of subcategories to the belief that free markets 

are cƛǾƛƭƛǎƛƴƎΦ ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƭƭ Ϧ¢ƘŜ [ƛōŜǊŀƭ 5ǊŜŀƳέ they identify the following 

subtypes. First, ǘƘŜȅ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ά¢Ƙe Virtue Ethics of tƘŜ aŀǊƪŜǘέ ς the idea that by 

ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǎǘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ, 

markets produce virtues like άintegrity, honesty, trustworthiness, enterprise, respect, 

ƳƻŘŜǎǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅέ όCƻǳǊŎarde and Healy 2007: 287). The second is the idea that 

markets foster cooperation ς through peaceful exchange markets teach people to rely on 

mutual cooperation, rather than aggression. The third argument they identify, which will 

be central for the rest of this PhD is that markets make us free. The idea here is that free 

market exchange is in itself an expression of freedom and, more importantly, produces 

freedom in other realms, especially politics. The final narrative Fourcarde and Healy 

identify is that free markets produce creativity and innovation. All of these arguments will 

be important for the research in this thesis. What is particularly important, however, is 

the nature in which they are applied. Fourcarde and Healy (2007: 291) write that 

The doux commerce thesis has become the liberal dream of market 

society, with market exchange variously seen as a promoter of 

individual virtue and interpersonal cooperation, the bulwark of 

personal liberty and political freedom, and the mechanism by which 

human creativity can be unleashed and its products made available to 

society at large. The story for most economists usually ends there, with 

minor adjustments 

For the purpose of understanding the nature of free market belief as appearing in my 

research I will rely on the work of Friedrich Hayek (1948, 1966, 1978, 2001) and Ayn Rand 

(1957, 1961, 1962, 1965, 1971) throughout this as they capture two ideal types of free 

market belief with an overlapping moral foundation with opposing emphases.  
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IŀȅŜƪΩǎ όнллмύ мфпп The Road to Serfdom can be considered the most important 

founding texts of modern neoliberal or Austrian School policies. Very much in keeping 

with the narrative identified by Fourcard and Healy about markets producing freedom,  

Hayek argues for the supremacy of free-market economics on the grounds that any 

attempt to plan an economy will lead to tyranny and a complete loss of freedom of the 

ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ CƻǊ IŀȅŜƪ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŦǊŜŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǇǘƛƳŀƭƭȅΦ 

He writes that  

The successful use of competition as the principle of social 

organization precludes certain types of coercive interference with 

economic life, but it admits of others which sometimes may very 

considerably assist its work and even requires certain kinds of 

government action (Hayek 2001:22). 

For Hayek, free markets are the right way to organise society, indeed they are the only 

way to organise an economy because other forms will fail. This failure will create greater 

injustice than the injustices necessary to enable free market economics to succeed. Free 

markets are just, according to Hayek, because they enable the most freedom for 

everyone, including the poor, even if the latter might be better off materially in a planned 

economy than in one based on free market economics. While Hayek does maintain that 

free markets also offer individuals the most liberty, his focus very much remains on the 

fact that his idea of regulated free market economics serves the common good and that 

it is freedom within the sphere of the market which is of primary importance  

 It is important noǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ όΧύ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 

dogmatic laissez-faire attitude. The liberal argument does not advocate 

leaving things just as they are; it favours making the best possible use 

of the forces of competition as means of coordinating human efforts. It 

is based on the conviction that, where effective competition can be 

created, it is a better way of guiding individual efforts than any other 

(Hayek 2001: 37-38). 
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 IŀȅŜƪΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ, then, is not about having a particularly small state or a particularly high 

level of individual freedom. Rather, it is about creating a system in which decisions are 

made using market forces. It is, according to Hayek, simply not possible to create a social 

order which will distribute resources fairly. Instead, the state can only create the 

circumstances in which natural order will occur.  

!ȅƴ wŀƴŘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘǊǳƳ ƻŦ ǿƘȅ ŦǊŜŜ-market belief 

can be seen as legitimate: because it enables the freedom of the individual and thereby 

the success of the most deserving of people. Rand is not interested in the common good.  

Instead, she sees altruism as one of the great dangers of human society. Altruism, she 

ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƘŀǘ άǇŜǊƳƛǘǎ ƴƻ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ƳŜƴ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ŀǎ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎƛŀƭ 

animals and profiteers-on-ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜΣ ŀǎ ǾƛŎǘƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŀǎƛǘŜǎέ όwŀƴŘ мфсмΥ тύΦ ¢ŀƪƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 

one person to give to another is inherently immoral because it impacts an individual's 

freedom. Rand explicitly rejects the argument that capitalism is morally right because it 

άŦǳǊǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƎƻƻŘέΦ {ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ  

It is true that capitalism does [further the common good] ς if that 

catchphrase has any meaning - but this is merely a secondary 

consequence. The moral justification of capitalism lies in the fact that it 

is the only system consonant with man's rational nature, that it protects 

man's survival qua man, and that its ruling principle is: justice. (Rand 

1965: 20) 

Rand's support for capitalism stems from her argument that it is the only market form 

that is based on an objective concept of the good. Things have a specific value that have 

an ontological reality, but this value needs to be discovered by rational human beings. 

CǊŜŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΦ {ƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀ άƳƻǊŀƭ 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎέ όнсύ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿǎ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘΦ άώ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎϐ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ 

recognition of the fact that man is ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƴƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǘǊƛōŜΦέ  

While the positions of Ayn Rand and Friedrich Hayek may seem very close to each other, 

it is important to note how gravely supporters of Rand in particular see those differences. 

Ayn Rand herself described HŀȅŜƪ άŀƴ ŀǎǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳέ ŀƴŘ The Road to Serfdom ŀǎ άǇǳǊŜ Ǉƻƛǎƻƴέ ό.ǳǊƴǎ нллфΥмлпύ. For Rand, Hayek 
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was dangerous because he was considered to be a right-winger but nevertheless 

endorsed a position for the public good.   

Throughout this thesis I will use Hayek and Rand as analytical poles on a spectrum of free-

market belief. I have chosen these two theorists because they both appear repeatedly in 

my data, as I will show later, and because I have identified them as the ideal types of 

these two different ontological foundations of free-market beliefs: the idea that free 

markets produce overall prosperity, and the idea that free markets are the system that 

allows for individuals to develop their fullest potential. To map and trace the complexities 

of free-market beliefs within and beyond these two categories would be beyond the 

scope of this thesis. Rather I offer a snapshot of free market belief in one specific field 

within financial advice publications available in the UK between 2010-2013.Financial  

1.3 Advice Literature  

This study deconstructs one specific form of free market belief through the analysis of 

financial advice publications available in the UK. My main goals are to understand exactly 

in what way investing in markets is constructed as meaningful and moral in these 

publications. 

I define financial advice publications loosely as magazines, newspapers, blogs and other 

written material that give some form of investment advice to readers. This includes 

specialist publications that focus on financial advice as well as publications that include 

financial advice amongst other topics. Within this field I have chosen publications with 

varying attributes as long as they can reasonably be consumed by people in the UK for 

the purpose of investment advice. This study consists of an analysis of a total of 369  

articles published between 2010 and 2013. These articles are sampled from seven 

different publications which were chosen because they encapsulate a wide political and 

ideological range. For example, the sample includes the explicitly pro-capitalist Forbes as 

well as Money Observer, an investment guide which originated as a supplement of the 

centre-left newspaper The Observer.  
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My main interest in investment advice publications stems from a paradox that may be 

best illustrated through the first two adverts for financial newsletters I came into contact 

with. My introduction to investment advice publications came through two flyers from a 

publishing house that I stumbled upon in Germany in 2012. Both of these flyers, which 

were more like booklets in size, were meant to entice potential investors to subscribe to 

magazines and newsletters that would give them advice on how to invest money. The 

first one promised its readers that it would reveal the most profitable stocks for investors, 

thus enabling them to triple their income. By following a few simple rules, it assured 

readers, unimaginable fortunes were just around the corner. Prospects had never been 

as good.  

The other one was less optimistic and considerably longer. It warned the reader that 

society as we know it was about to collapse. Over a total of 20 pages, it described exactly 

Ƙƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ DŜǊƳŀƴȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊ ǿƻǊǎŜƴƛƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

crises. The social consequences of this collapse would be significant and would lead to 

the ultimate ruin of almost the entire population. It was too late to avert the catastrophe 

on a political level, the brochure warned. The only thing left to do was for the readers to 

protect themselves and their loved ones from ruin. And the only way to do that was to 

subscribe to said newsletter which would then give readers advice on how to invest 

money in the financial market.   

What struck me about these two newsletters was, on the one hand, the absolute 

certainty with which they promised either unimaginable wealth or mere survival. On the 

other hand, the two scenarios they described were completely at odds with one another. 

The only thing they had in common was that they were selling the same solution: 

investment advice. And they were from the same publishers. How was it possible, I asked 

myself, that the one publishing house would commission editors and product managers 

to create two such drastically different products?  

Giving two pieces of advice that fundamentally contradict each other is symptomatic of 

a more fundamental feature of this genre. The publications promise that private 

individuals will hear information that will make them rich. They promise a certain 

exclusivity and imply that the subscriber will glean insider information. The headlines and 
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ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ǎƻƭŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŀǊŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƭƛƪŜ άǎŜŎǊŜǘǎέ ƻǊ 

άŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾƛǘȅέΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŦǊŜŜƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ willing to pay 

their modest subscription fee casts suspicion on the idea of exclusivity. And, of course, 

there is the question of why the authors of these articles even write them if they 

themselves possess the knowledge that would enable them to make millions on the stock 

market.  

As I delved deeper into the different financial advice publications available, I became 

fascinated by all the different worlds being created that all shared the same basic 

assumption: that whatever challenges readers might face the solution was investing. This 

was particularly interesting given that this was three to four years after a financial crisis 

that, at the time, seemed to shatter some old orthodoxies. The publications I was reading 

in 2012 seemed to exist in a curiously suspended state where the financial crisis was 

frequently mentioned, but the solutions to the challenges posed by these crises was 

participation in the same system that had been responsible for the very issues they were 

trying to address.  

I became interested in what the publications communicated apart from the investment 

advice they gave; how they constructed the worlds in which their advice made sense. I 

am interested in how ideology is reproduced in the everyday practices of investing. The 

publications also lie at the intersection of abstract financial markets and individuals. 

Whatever else they communicate to their readers, in some form they sell them the idea 

that it will be profitable or worthwhile to invest in listed companies. I explore these beliefs 

through the lens of moral beliefs and how these belief systems are constructed.  

I understand the study that follows as a contribution to the sociology of free market 

economics and the way that investment in stocks and shares by the public is legitimised 

through moral discourses. This framing was not clear to me from the outline but emerged 

as the most interesting way to see my data during the research process. I situate my 

research in work that concerns the public engagement in financial markets (Ott 2011, 

Aitken 2005, Frank 2001) as well as the sociology of financial markets (de Goede 2002, 

2005 Preda 2009). This research also draws from a tradition of analysing financial 

documents and understanding the different ways that markets have been understood 
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(Alborn 2002, Augspurger 2004, Preda 2009)). The study should also be understood in the 

context of other studies of conservative thought and free markets economics (such as 

Fourcarde and Healy 2007, Phillips-Fein, K. 2011, Beddeleem 2021, Crouch 2011, Jones 

2011). 

 

1.4 Thesis Outline  

This thesis is divided into two main parts: Two historical concept chapters which look at 

the way people have made sense of financial markets throughout the last 300 years, and 

an original analysis of contemporary financial advice literature.  

In the following two chapters I look at moral concerns and justification strategies as they 

have developed through the last 300 years. This genealogy is necessary due to what I 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜέ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

neoclassical economics. Following a discussion of this evolutionary account I look at how 

throughout the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries challenges to the legitimacy of financial 

markets were encountered through a variety of justification strategies. In the 18th century 

this was done mostly through drawing boundaries between those deemed safe and 

unsafe, mostly around class and gender boundaries. In the 19th century, it was done by 

connecting investing to ideas of science and rationality. Through this the process, it could 

be argued both that markets were rational and abided by the rules, and that making 

yourself rational would lead to success in the financial market. In the 20th and early 21st 

century, ideas of democracy and participation were invoked. At the same time market 

failures were integrated into the understanding of the working of markets through 

financial literacy education. Throughout this process I look at the way that parts of the 

critiques of markets have been integrated into justification strategies and ask the 

question of whether a similar process can be observed in relation to the 2008/2009 

financial crisis.  
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In Chapter 4 I explain how I did my research, situating my research methods withing 

critical discourse analysis and thematic analysis and explaining how I developed my 

findings in an iterative process which data collection, coding and theory development 

informed each other through several stages. I also discuss how crises have informed my 

research, both in terms of the political crises in the historical moment we find ourselves 

in and the crises of my own mental illness and neurodivergences.  

In chapters 5-7 I present the findings of my study, focusing each time on a different aspect 

of the data. I use the concept of άŦǊŀƳŜǎέ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ frames 

offers a different understanding of the world, morality and the relationship between 

individual and society.  

Chapter 5 describes the Freedom Frame and the way the publications use individual 

liberty as the main justification for free market economics. I show how the issue of 

freedom appears in different guises and how all these different forms have a strong focus 

on the individual vulnerability.  

 Chapter 6 identifies the Neutrality Frame and explores how ideas of neutrality and 

objectivity are used to question the whole idea of morality when it comes to making 

economic decisions. Through this frame it becomes possible for the authors to distance 

the readers from any moral obligation that might arise out of the Freedom Frame.  

Chapter 7 discusses the Virtue Frame and how ideas of individual virtues are used to 

communicate a basic just world theory and to distinguish between legitimate and 

illegitimate forms of social change.  Through attributing personal virtues to some people 

and moral deficits to others the authors can suggest theories about wealth distribution 

without having to make them explicit. The two main dichotomies of people identified in 

this chapter are a distinction between the deserving and the undeserving rich and a 

distinction between people trying to change society in a good (non-confrontational) way 

and those causing disruption and advocating for more fundamental change.  

In Chapter 8 I discuss the three frames in relation to one another and how their co-

existence in the material make it possible to avoid certain challenges to the legitimacy of 

free market economics by moving from frame to frame. I then discuss my findings in 
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relationship to theories of neoliberalism with a specific view on how fear is used to limit 

ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ  ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ L ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ άǎǘŀǊƪ ǳǘƻǇƛŀέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

pages in which historical changes are portrayed as inevitable, while the readers are being 

offered solutions to their problems which are disproportionally small in scale.  

I finish my thesis in Chapter 9 with a short epilogue on challenges the Coronavirus 

pandemic has posed to free market beliefs and how my findings might go some way to 

understanding what comes next. 



17 

 

2Genealogy of Financial Markets 
pt 1: 17th and 18th Century 
Finance  

2.1 Telling the History of Financial Markets 

 The Evolutionary Account of Finance   

In order to understand investment advice in its practical and moral dimensions we must 

understand both the historical context of these kinds of advice publications and the 

markets they relate to. One issue that arises in doing this is that the history of financial 

markets is contested territory, with different discourses competing for dominance. 

Furthermore, this history can only be understood within the greater history of capitalism. 

How we tell and interpret the story of financial markets depends on how we make sense 

of our economy and the role financial markets play in it today. Did capitalism naturally 

develop as the system that fitted human nature best? Or was the development of 

capitalism contingent on specific historic developments and needed significant changes 

in the way we make sense of the world in order to take hold? Does the ensuing system 

lead to greater overall wealth for most members of society? Or does capitalism only 

benefit some and lead to greater social inequality and social problems? Our 

understanding of these questions informs our understanding of history while at the same 

time historical analysis contributes to our understanding of the bigger questions involved. 

Among the different voices that tell the story of how financial markets came to be, some 

are louder than others. Open a classical economics textbook or investment guide and, if 

they do feel a need to give some historical context at all, most tell a remarkably similar 

story of how financial markets came into being because they were the system that is best 
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suited to human nature. Trade is seen as a consensual arrangement which profits all 

participants through raising the general standard of living (e.g Manser 2003; Debertin 

2012). 

One example of this narrative can be found on the investing platform Investopia.com. In 

a 1.5-minute animated video, the history of financial markets is told like this: 

Many countries sailed east in the 1600s, braving pirates and bad 

weather to find goods that they could trade back home. Ship owners 

sought investments to fund their boats and crews in return for part of 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƻȅŀƎŜǎΩ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘǎΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ƨƻƛƴǘ-stock companies they issued 

paper stocks that paid dividends enabling them to demand more per 

ǎƘŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭǘ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ŦƭŜŜǘǎΦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ōoom compelled 

powerful companies to issue shares, but things happened so quickly 

that there were no regulations for issuing shares. The bubble burst 

when the South Sea company failed to pay dividends due to dwindling 

profits. A crash followed and England outlawed shares until 1825. The 

London Stock Exchange debuted in 1773 but was crippled by laws that 

restricted shares (Beattie 2014, p. 2). 

The video goes on to inform the viewer that the New York Stock Exchange was founded 

13 years later and, unhampered by legislation, traded in stocks straight away. It finishes 

with examples of further developments which have made trading at the stock exchange 

more efficient over time.  

In this origin story, the establishment of financial markets was a natural development 

that evolved as a result of business expanding into risky territories. Formal financial 

markets increased liquidity by guaranteeing stability to both borrowers and lenders. 

Importantly, stock markets took power away from states by putting controls on what the 

state or the monarch could do (North and Weingast 1989; Raven 1991). Maurer (2001) 

argues that many histories of financial markets describe their origin as an inevitable and 

natural development. In order to make economic growth possible, capital needed to 

move faster and be more mobile. For this to happen, the old, cumbersome structures had 
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to be removed and replaced with new, more flexible ones, and so financial markets 

logically followed out of this need.  

A similar narrative, albeit covering a differŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜ ŦǊŀƳŜΣ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ YŀǊŜƴ IƻΩǎ 

(2009) ethnography of Wall Street bankers. She constructed historiographies of Wall 

{ǘǊŜŜǘ ōȅ ƭŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴƪŜǊǎΩ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ 

of history, Wall Street has been a purely positive force in the development of US-

American history. By offering businesses financial backing, investors create value that 

everyone profits from. She found that, wrapped in a narrative of shareholder value, the 

history of Wall Street is seen as supporting and strengthening the economy and society 

ŀǘ ƭŀǊƎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴƪŜǊǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфулǎΦ 

According to their version of history, they were making companies and markets more 

efficient by buying ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ǳǇ ƛƴ άƘƻǎǘƛƭŜ ǘŀƪŜƻǾŜǊǎέ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ όƛΦŜΦ 

downsizing the work force and selling parts off). In short, they saw the function of their 

institution as having aided the economic prosperity of their country in general.   

What these narratives have in common is the idea that financial markets and the agents 

operating in them had an important function for the progress and development of capital. 

In this version of history, the investors in the East India Company support the brave and 

adventurous merchant to pursue new areas of trade and innovation. The Wall Street bank 

which buys up a company and sells its different parts off for a profit is helping a process 

of natural selection which will ultimately make businesses stronger.  

The development of financial markets is thus seen as a process of evolution. In this 

evolutionary account of markets, state regulation and financial markets exist as opposites 

and as private actors and companies are given more control, the state recedes and 

relinquishes some of its power. As market control increases, the role of the state must 

decrease to make place for markets to regulate exchange. Financial markets are then the 

motor that powers economic development. According to Cerny (1994), for example, it is 

mostly private innovative development that drives markets forward. Investors allocate 

financial resources efficiently and those who are most capable entrepreneurs can 

successfully develop their companies.  Some proponents of this view draw on Joseph 

{ŎƘǳƳǇŜǘŜǊΩǎ όмфпнύ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ά/ǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ 5ŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴέ ƘŜǊŜ ό/ƘŀǾŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ нлмоΤ {Ƙƛƴ 
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2013). Schumpeter argued that one reason that capitalism developed was the constant 

revolutionising of economic structures and creation of new ones: the destruction of the 

old to make place for the new. Creative destruction as a concept has an interesting 

history. Schumpeter derived the concept from Marx and argued that this process of 

creative destruction was unsustainable and would eventually lead to the demise of 

capitalism. It is therefore at least a little surprising that this same concept is today very 

popular with libertarian or neo-liberal theorists. In contrast to Schumpeter and Marx, 

however, these theorists are not overly concerned with the possible negative results of 

the destruction. Instead, they focus on the creation part, seeing the process of creative 

ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ άŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘέ ό{Ƙƛƴ нлмоΣ ǇΦ рύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘǎ ǎŜŜ 

creative destruction as happening in the innovation and development of products. In 

order for new and better products to appear and raise the general standard of living, old 

structures first have to be dismantled. This view implies a system of perpetual growth. In 

a world where standing still is dying and one must constantly grow, everything old must 

be eventually destroyed so that new and better things can be brought in. In order to 

support this constant renewal, societies need to allocate resources to power production 

and construction. For Yongseok Shin (2013, p. 6), financial markets are the perfect 

institution to do this as:  

Innovation and entrepreneurship will thrive when the economy can 

successfully mobilize productive savings, allocate resources efficiently, 

reduce problems of information asymmetry and improve risk 

management, all of which are services provided by a developed 

financial sector. 

The evolutionary narrative sees the development of financial markets into their current 

form as a linear development of certainties and necessities. This narrative serves to 

normalize and naturalize financial markets. These narratives infer that the development 

of markets was inevitable and therefore the only thing that needs explaining is the 

mechanics which marched markets down the path of history. The evolutionary narrative 

of finance further assumes a relationship between freedom and human nature in which 

free markets are the most natural of economic systems and financial markets thus the 
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most natural way of allocating money for economic development. This argument 

presupposes that rational self-interest is a natural characteristic of human behaviour and 

that it was liberated rather than created through the rise of capitalism (e.g. Hayek 

1944/2001; Rand 1965; Rothbard 1974/2009).  

 

This narrative of the naturally liberating force of capitalism has not gone unchallenged. 

There is a wealth of research that investigates the relationship between human nature 

and capitalism, arguing that what we regard as rational self-interest today is not the 

principal way we have always felt and thought. Capitalism has not given us the freedom 

to act out our rational, selfish human nature, it has in fact created this nature (Gorz 2010; 

Graeber 2011; Fevre 2000; Brown 2015). 

As Ellen Wood (2002, p. 4) argues, the logic of stories that see the development of 

capitalism as natural is often circular, ŀǎ άώƛϐƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ŘǊƛǾŜ 

to maximize profit, they have presupposed the existence of a universal profit-maximising 

ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΦέ Lǘ ǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ society on a free-market principle 

fulfilled a form of historical progress which was necessary because it suited human nature 

better than what had come before. In this view capitalism is not a governmentally 

organised project, it is rather the absence of such a project, the liberation of true human 

nature from artificially constructed moral beliefs (Wood 2002). 

hǘƘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ άōƭƛƴŘǎǇƻǘǎέ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 

political economy in particular. In the introduction of the special issue  άSeeing and Not-

seeing Like a Political Economist: The Historicity of Contemporary Political Economy and 

its Blind Spotsέ , Jacqueline Best, et al. (2021: 2017) ǿǊƛǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ά/ƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

economy is predicated on widely shared ideas and assumptions, some explicit but many 

ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘΣ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΦέ όǇΦнмтύ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōƭƛƴŘǎǇƻǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ received the 

attention within the field of political economy that they should have. They distinguish 

between conceptual, empirical and disciplinary blindspots arguing that these different 

ways of not understanding the complexity of the way that we organise the economy has 

made it hard to understand the world in its complexity. In order to understand and fill 
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these blindspots, the authors ŀǊƎǳŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ άǘƻ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ 

ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀƳŜƴǘǎ ōȅ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŎǊƛǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎΦέ  

The solutions they see are twofold ς expanding what counts as political economy 

(especially taking in minoritised perspectƛǾŜǎύ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƭƭ άƳƻŘŜǎǘ 

ƻƴǘƻƭƻƎȅέ ς scholarship that is reflexive towards its own limitations.  

This idea of capitalism liberating us from artificial limitations (including moral beliefs) 

makes sense if we accept that economics exist as a material reality independently of our 

interpretation of it. Marieke de Goede (2005, p. 3) argues that  

modern finance, perhaps more than any other area of politics, has 

acquired a logic of calculation and an appearance of scientific 

objectivity that places its fundamental assumptions ς such as its 

indicators of performance ς beyond discussion and debate. 

 {ƘŜ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŜŎƻƴƻƳƛǎƳέ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ άǘƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ 

finance there exists a pre-ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƻƳŀƛƴ ƻŦ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΦέ όǇΦтύ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭ 

reality, de Goede argues, does not exist. The economy can never be understood as 

independent of the discourses surrounding it. Instead, these discourses are part of the 

performative function of finance. By writing and theorizing markets, they bring about 

what they are describing. It is therefore important to understand the way that ideas 

around markets have developed within specific social periods. The rest of this chapter 

takes a step in doing this by specifically looking at the ideas surrounding financial marketǎΩ 

place in society.   

 Finding my Feet ς Writing a Genealogy of Financial Advice  

In the next three parts I will give a history of the different ways people have 

conceptualised financial markets, in other words, the things critics of financial markets 

have been concerned about, as well as what ideas have been put forward to make 

markets seem safe and good. Through this I hope to move outside of the evolutionary 
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narrative, which tautologically explains the development of financial markets, though  the 

development of the markets.  

It is important to understand that value and price do not have an independent materiality 

that is not socially moderated. Economism sees ideal and material approaches as 

dichotomous (de Goede 2002) ς we can either understand the economy as a place of 

material change or think about how people make sense of the economy. Rob Aitken 

(2003, p. 294) argues for the necessity to understand the άcultural economyέ of investing. 

Understanding earlier attempts to normalise investing is important for Aitken as it helps 

ǘƻ άǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜΣ ƴƻǘ ƳŜǊely a macro-structural episode of 

change, always already operates at a lower level of analysis in terms of everyday 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀŎŜέΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

modern-day capitalism is difficult. Developing a genealogical approach to finance allows 

us to grasp some of the complexity involved in historical change. Aitken draws on Nikolas 

Rose (1999, p. 11) who argues that social change must always be understood as having 

different levels.  

So often events, however major their ramifications, occur at the 

ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƭŜŎǳƭŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴƻǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳǳƴŘŀƴŜ Χ ¢ƘƛƴƎǎ 

happen through the lines of force that form when a multitude of small 

shifts [Χ] get connected up. 

 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ wƻǎŜΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ όнллуύΣ !ƛǘƪŜƴ όнллоύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ 

concept of governmentality is useful in terms of understanding the techniques of self that 

make finance possible. Governmentality here is best understood as the system of 

practices and techniques that make a population governable. Finance is not just a system 

imposed on people through some mysterious and cohesive ruling class; it has to have 

been accepted by those participating in it. This is where it becomes important to 

understand how ideology works as much on a moral level as on a technical one. The 

material and ideological factors that drive the development of the economy work in a 

dialectical fashion. Seeing the moral and the economic as mutually enforcing processes 

allows us to consider the interpretation of discourse and material changes caused 

through innovation, growth and technical progress. Aitken (2003:310) argues that  
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[t]he division between the cultural and the economic is an artefact 

of a particular mode of government which constitutes the economic as 

ŀ ŎƻƘŜǎƛǾŜΣ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ƎƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΦ 

It is precisely these discursively constructed divisions between the 

economic and other spheres of life (including the cultural) which allow 

liberal modes of government to think of and apprehend the economic 

as a self-regulating and somehow natural or given object. 

Similarly, de Goede (2005) argues that a genealogy of finance is necessary in order to 

challenge depoliticization. This genealogy shows how facts that we accept as objective 

and scientific have been constructed through the use of different discourses that have 

reframed our way of thinking. She argues that a genealogy of finance is necessary in order 

to question the status of neutrality of modern finance. The concept of genealogy is taken 

ŦǊƻƳ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ όмфулΣ мфупύ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ the past that disrupts 

linear perceptions of history. Foucault is particularly interested in investigating the 

development of elements which appear to be without history, or where it feels like the 

history of the object is not relevant. This means showing the oft mundane histories of 

ideas and concepts. For this chapter this will mean tracing the different controversies 

around financial markets while not aiming to develop an overly coherent narrative. 

Instead, I hope to be able to conceptualise the themes and ideas in the later part of my 

thesis through showing how they relate to historical debates and ideas.  

 The Limitations of Discourse  

There is, however, also a danger in looking at financial markets purely on the level of 

discourse. History is always constructed, bracketing out the inherent messiness of the 

present, and is at best only one version of what happened. Even the assertion that we 

can find our way to a legitimate version of reality through analysing historical data is 

dangerous and limited. Most of all we must be careful when claiming any kind of causality. 

However, without causality history would be, if not pointless, then at least extremely 

boring. We cannot but make claims about the way the past shaped the world of today. 



25 

 

All that is left from the past are the various physical accounts, objects and documents 

that were produced at a certain time. I am thus stuck with material that is in itself 

secondary. Furthermore, whatever material has survived until today is not coincidental; 

power plays a role in what is kept and what is lost, in what is even recorded. 

 

The only way forward, then, is to proceed with caution and to try to unravel some of the 

messiness of history without claiming that the past can explain the future. Best et al 

(2021:2019), who as I have written above advocate for historical analysis in order to 

better understand the context of developments warn against overconfidence 

 Yet, such histories are always, of necessity, selective. However 

attentive we are to the particularities of the past, our perception of it is 

always shaped by our current concerns. The revealed present allows us 

to reconsider and to put in a new light previous understandings of the 

past. 

For my analysis I have drawn on selective and tertiary material; in other words, I will use 

materials that were produced at the time combined with analyses of these materials that 

have been made more recently. Through this material I have pieced together a patchwork 

of information about the history of our current financial practices and about how people 

have thought about these practices in the past. In doing this I am careful to not overstate 

what I can achieve with my analysis. As Christine Delphy (2016, p. 17) argues  

An institution which exists today cannot be explained by the simple 

ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ Χ aŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ 

found the birth of an institution in the past, they hold the key to its 

present existence. But they have in fact explained neither its present 

existence, nor even its birth (its past appearance), for they must explain 

its existence in each and every moment in the context prevailing at the 

time; and its persistence today (if it really is persistence) must be 

explained by the present context.  
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Delphy argues that some historical explanations are in fact ahistorical because they do 

not take into account this need to explain the continued existence of what they are 

describing.  Instead, they merely present the past as if its very existence constituted an 

ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΦ ! ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ 5ŜƭǇƘȅ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ άŎŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǎȅƴŎƘǊƻƴƛŎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜǎέ όǇΦмуύ. 

It is such a series of άsynchronic analysesέ that I aim to provide in the next two chapters. 

I offer an overview of how advocates of financial markets have dealt with threats to their 

legitimacy throughout the past 300 years. This analysis aims to give some idea of the 

remarkable adaptability of the beliefs that underpin the legitimacy of financial markets. 

If my analysis cannot explain why the institution of the stock market developed and exists 

as it does today, what I do hope to give insight into is why the recurrent crises produced 

by financial capitalism have not led to the concept being discredited. Instead, the critique 

and moral justifications of investing have developed in relationship to one another, with 

new narratives and shifts in the belief systems underlying moral arguments often arising 

in response to crises. Crises have served as catalysts for new justifications. Preda (2009) 

argues that financial markets have developed not in spite of challenges to their legitimacy 

ōǳǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΦ  IŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀǎ άŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ōȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŀōƭŜ ŘƛǎǎŜƴǘέ 

(p.16); instead of engaging with criticism head on and changing financial practices in 

order to make them less damaging, advocates of financial markets have often integrated 

some form of the criticism into their moral thinking, for example by arguing that the 

problems attached to financial markets were only an attribute of deviant forms of 

investing.   

In the following I offer a genealogy of moral ideas about financial investing that is not 

removed from the material world but rather shows how discourse normalising investing 

has often responded to very concrete challenges. This genealogy can help contextualize 

the current debates around the morality of financial markets, and it can give us some 

insight into the dialectical relationship through which financial markets and ideological 

justifications have developed. I offer a story of the stock market by showing how 

instances of dissent have been dealt with and integrated into the moral fabric of this 

institution. 
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 I have divided the following analysis into three parts, roughly divided by centuries. The 

first part takes us from the late 17th century to the end of the 18th. The second part covers 

the 19th century, and the third the 20th and 21st centuries. In the 17th century financial 

markets were relatively new and unknown to the general public, but closely related to 

many important changes affecting European society. These issues were mostly resolved 

by restricting access to markets to those deemed "safe".  By the 19th century things were 

taking off in terms of economic growth, and financial markets increasingly became an 

everyday presence. Thus, while still excluding those deemed unworthy (i.e. working class 

people) from markets, it became increasingly important to show that markets themselves 

were rational and it was therefore not only safe for people to take part in them, but it 

was actually the virtuous and common sense thing to do. Finally, once investors had been 

established as rational proponents of free markets, it was logical to argue that markets 

were not only safe, but that they were superior to other forms involved in the 

organisation of  society. For financial publications this meant that participating in markets 

now became about participating in society. Markets were thus presented as not only 

rational but also as creators of general welfare.  

2.2 The Financial Revolution and Beyond  

The Formalisation of Debt  

The first part of this story is mostly about how people in the 18th century made sense of 

the drastic changes that were sweeping through Europe that had been brought about by 

the industrial revolution and the birth of capitalism. Financial markets were at the heart 

of many of the changes revolutionising Europe. There is evidence of trading in financial 

products in the 16th century. For instance, there was some trading in stocks of local joint-

stock companies, which were traded privately within a small group of wealthy individuals. 

But their societal impact was limited (Michie 1999) which is why I begin my story at the 

end on the 17th century. 
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¢ƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ ƻŦ ǎǘƻŎƪ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ƛǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άCƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ 

wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ όwƻǎŜǾŜŀǊŜ мффмΤ aƛŎƘƛŜ мфффύΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ 17th and 18th Centuries the trade in 

financial products increased significantly mostly due to the strong connection between 

private and public debt. During this period the English government created a system that 

allowed for accumulation of national debt by instating a stable system of credit. The four 

decades between 1660 and 1700 saw the foundation of the Bank of England, the 

establishment of national debt, and the emergence of a formal stock market (Wennerlind 

2013). 

One aspect of the evolutionary account of finance that deserves scrutiny is that the 

growth of financial markets constituted a win for private markets over the state. 

According to Michie (1999) the influence of these private stocks was relatively marginal 

with regards to the formalisation of the stock exchange. Far more central was the 

establishment of public debt in order to finance wars.  Public debt enabled the crown to 

borrow money long term and on a bigger scale. To investors, government bonds were 

attractive since they were safe investments guaranteed by the government. Those 

holding the bonds would receive regular interest on their investment and the opportunity 

to resell the bond for the right price. States and markets developed in relationship to one 

another. European royalty had a long history of borrowing money from financiers to pay 

for wars. What was new in the late 17th century was the rise of permanent National Debt, 

which was the result of spiralling costs of waging war set against the income the crown 

could accumulate through other sources (Roseveare 1991). In 1693 and 1694 Queen 

Elizabeth I raised one million pounds a year through a tontine (Hennessy 2001). A tontine 

is a mixture of lottery and annuity payments where investors buy tickets that give them 

the right to draw annual dividends and take part in a lottery in which a set sum is divided 

amongst the prize-winners. The payments lasted for 16 years and there was no re-

payment of the total capital. Active tickets of these and other lotteries were traded back 

and forth (Hennessy 2001). What changed with the establishment of public debt in 

England in 1694 was that now the lotteries were not used to finance specific projects but 

as a form of creating permanent national debt. The scale and type of lotteries changed at 

this time too. While before lotteries had often paid annuities (often for as long as 16 



29 

 

years) in addition to offering the winner a cash prize, they soon changed to paying out 

only to winners. Thereby lotteries turned more explicitly into a form of gambling.  

 In 1694 a formal stock exchange which centralised much of the trading was established 

ƛƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ 9ȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ !ƭƭŜȅΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ wƻƴ IŀǊǊƛǎƻƴ όнллпύΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

trading through the establishment of an official stock exchange mainly served the 

purpose of reducing costs and thereby making markets more efficient. The consistent 

buying and selling of stock to prices that were generally agreed on produced capital 

liquidity. This meant that markets worked faster and more efficiently, accelerating their 

functions (Preda 2001). The number of joint stock companies rose rapidly around the turn 

of the century and brokers traded insurances and stocks in various branches of 

manufacturing or in international trading companies. People were also interested in 

various schemes that ranged from the import of timber to importing Spanish jackasses 

for breeding purposes (Hennessy 2001). 1694 also saw the founding of the Bank of 

England, which was established with the express purpose of lending money to the crown. 

This worked on the basis of subscription, with 1,268 investors underwriting the bank at 

its opening (Roseveare 1991).  

Financial markets were also intimately connected to the British colonial project. Stock 

markets made it possible to spread out the risks linked with risky colonial ventures while 

at the same time giving investors a chance to profit from them. Both objectives formed 

part of a greater pattern in which the dominant theme of politics as well as the economy 

became focused on extension and growth. Hannah Arendt (1973) touches on this 

relationship between colonialism and economic expansion briefly in The Origins of 

Totalitarianism when she writes that:  

 Imperialism was born when the ruling class in capitalist production 

came up against national limitations to its economic expansion. The 

bourgeoisie turned to politics out of economic necessity; for if it did not 

want to give up the capitalist system whose inherent law is constant 

economic growth, it had to impose this law upon its home governments 

and to proclaim expansion to be an ultimate goal of foreign policy 

(Arendt 1973, p. 126). 
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For Arendt, it was the dogma of perpetual growth which fuelled colonialism, since only 

through foreign investments was it possible to circumnavigate the ethical or legal laws 

that would otherwise put limits on the accumulation of capital. 

The first stock markets mostly traded shares in the East and West India Companies. These 

were not only trading companies but also military ventures. These private companies 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǎǘŜŀŘ όDǊŀŜōŜǊ нлммύΦ !ƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ 

ΨǇǊƛŎŜ-ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘǎΩ όƭƛǎǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻŎƪ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƻ ƳƛŘ-

1600s of exchange rates and commodity prices) the only stock that was mentioned with 

any regularity was that of the East India Company. It is worth pointing out that 

government debt and private stock were not easily separated. Since the first major joint-

stock companies sometimes fundraised their entire capital from the government, 

investors came to see these stocks merely as a different form of government debt. 1999).  

Considering how closely financial markets were linked to the major changes sweeping 

early modern European society, it is not surprising that markets were viewed with 

significant misgiving at the time. Trading often took place in disreputable parts of cities, 

and financial products were traded in combination with other forms of gambling. Around 

the middle of the 1600s various forms of trading and betting had taken place in the 

arcades of the Royal Exchange in London and various coffee houses, taverns and side 

streets in the vicinity. The foundation of a stock exchange formalised these trades 

(Roseveare 1991). Its establishment legitimised some trades by stigmatizing others. The 

informal trades still taking place were legally dubious, with traders often having to avoid 

the police while conducting their business (Preda 2001). 

That Art Can Do What Nature Cannot  

When they started coming to prominence in the early 1700s, financial markets were 

viewed with significant apprehension. For some these markets encapsulated the decline 

of values and social order, while for others it was the intrinsic workings of the markets 

themselves that were unnatural and uncouth. These concerns were amplified by the fact 

that, as they soon emerged, financial markets had enormous power not only to produce 
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wealth but also to cause harm or even destruction, as became clear through various crises 

and stock market crashes. Another aspect that made critics anxious was that early trading 

places were comparatively egalitarian. People from different class backgrounds mixed 

freely and, while still in a minority, there were quite a few female investors (Laurence 

2006). Preda (2009) describes the lack of boundaries in several different dimensions as 

one of the defining features of the early places for trading securities. Through this fluid 

organisation, trading was relatively accessible and people from various backgrounds 

could participate. Critics at the time were particularly concerned about the fact that these 

trades encouraged the mixing of people from various social classes, that women 

participated in them, and that they were marked by a general lack of clear hierarchies. 

Furthermore, there were very few legal boundaries regulating the exchanges that took 

place. Since many of the transactions were not legally acknowledged, they were also 

often not recognized in courts of law (Preda 2005). 

Discourses surrounding financial market in the 17th century express not only suspicion 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΩ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

it was suspected that markets may be intrinsically bad. Thomas Paine severely criticised 

financial speculation, saying those involved in it were going against both the laws of 

nature and those of society by trying to create a system of perpetual accumulation of 

wealth. For him, Since such a system is incalculable, it was also unnatural and foolish. He 

wrote: 

 Do we not see that nature in all her operations, disowns the 

visionary basis upon which the funding system is built? She acts always 

by renewed successions, and never by accumulation additions 

perpetually progressing. 

 ώΧϐ IŜ ώǘƘŜ ǎǘƻŎƪ-jobber3] has conceived that art can do what 

nature cannot. He is teaching her a new system ς that there is no 

occasion for men to die ς That the scheme of creation can be carried 

 
3 The stockjobber was an important figure to emerge in early financial markets which I will explore more in 

the next part. 
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upon the plan of the funding system ς That it cannot proceed by 

continual additions of new beings, like new loans, and all live together 

in eternal youth. Go, count the graves, thou idiot, and learn the folly of 

thy arithmetic (Paine 1796, p. 37).  

 Paine would be proven right in his worries that a system of perpetual accumulation 

would be difficult, if not impossible, to sustain. In fact, the only way a market can 

endlessly ƪŜŜǇ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǎǳǊǇƭǳǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΦ tŀƛƴŜΩǎ 

uneasŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘƻŎƪƧƻōōŜǊǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άŀǊǘ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘέ ƛǎ ŀƴ ǳƴŜŀǎŜ 

with a world-order in which the economy keeps growing perpetually, rather than an 

economy which merely satiates the needs of the people. This is not to imply that profit-

making or economic growth were completely unknown before the beginning of the 

industrial revolution or the foundation of stock markets. The unease with stock 

exchanges as institutions, however. suggests that the scope of these developments and 

the potential changes to society they might signify frightened critics at the time.  

Another concern was that stock markets divorced price from value. On determining the 

price of stocks, companies were not judged by a standard that drew on value in a material 

sense, but rather reduced the stocks themselves to a tradable commodity whose price 

was determined not by rational criteria but by some unknown matrix (Michie 1999). Apart 

from challenging traditional ideas of ownership, the disconnection between the price of 

a security and the value of the underlying asset were worrying for other reasons. As one 

ŀƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ƛƴ мтмсΥ άΧ ŦƻǊ ƴƻ ǎƻƻƴŜǊ ƛǎ ŀƴȅ ¢ǊŀŘƛƴƎ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅ ŜǊŜŎǘŜŘΣ όΧύ 

but immediately it is divided into shares, and then traded for in Exchange Alley, before it 

ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴȅ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛƴ ƛǘΣ ƻǊ ƴƻέ (cited in Michie 1999 

p.23).   

Speculation,4 investing money with the risk of loss but with the hope of making a larger 

than average return on the capital, is only possible through a discrepancy between the 

price of a security and the value of the underlying asset. If the price were always a perfect 

representation of the value, speculation would become impossible. It is only because 

 
4 Speculation, investing and gambling are all terms which have been used to describe similar practices. The 

difference between them will be explored in the following sections. 
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markets are inefficient that speculation becomes possible (Poovey 2008; Bjerg 2014). 

When early critics of financial markets decried the manipulations of the stockbrokers they 

expressed a problem inherent in stock markets, which is that every system open to big 

ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǾŀƭǳŜΦ Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ άōŜŀǘ 

ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘέ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜƭieve that they have some form of superior knowledge that 

others do not possess. Hence, the manipulations and lies of the stockjobbers were the 

logical consequence of a system where precisely such information was vital.  

Another disconcerting aspect of stock trading was the continuous selling and buying of 

stocks and bonds, since it was not something critics could make sense of. Practices like 

short-selling, trading in futures, or buying on margins appeared particularly unnatural 

since they threatened ideas of stable ownership (Preda 2009). These concerns became 

particularly pressing in the wake of the South Sea Bubble of 1720, which left many 

investors suffering huge losses. Those who had lost money in the South Sea Bubble did 

not necessarily understand how that had happened. This may have been due to some 

amount of intentional deceit on the part of overly ambitious stockjobbers, but it was also 

related to the general unknowability of market forces. Investors could not understand 

the rules by which stock markets operated, leading some critics to argue for the 

unnaturalness of markets in general (Poovey 2008).  

tŀƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ άǊǳƭŜǎέ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ŀǎ ǎƻ irrational that 

someone who was winning money in these markets could only be using a form of 

madness or dark magic. This association of financial markets with dark magic served to 

prohibit any investigation of the underlying rules of financial markets. To understand and 

profit from these dark forces must surely be in itself immoral. Stockjobbers were the only 

ones who were seen to understand the working of financial markets, and to acquire the 

knowledge necessary to understand markets would be to put oneself in danger of the 

same form of corruption that stockjobbers had succumbed to (Preda 2009).  

Another famous critic of financial markets was Daniel Defoe (1701, 1706, 1709, 

1719/2016) who was concerned with the negative impact that market forces could have 

ƻƴ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜΦ ¢ƻ ƘƛƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻŎƪƧƻōōŜǊǎΩ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƴƻǘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ 

subverting the government, were damaging to it. The point for Defoe here was not that 
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prices did not represent the value of the underlying asset; it was that the stockjobbers 

were behaving immorally in general when they made their decisions based on economic 

Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΦ {ǘƻŎƪ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΩ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ 

apparent when markets crashed, leading to varying degrees of financial harm to 

investors. There was also considerable concern about the impact markets had on society 

as a whole. Defoe, for example, was concerned that stock markets were an uncontrollable 

force, unleashed not only on those involved in investing but also on society at large, often 

with calamitous results:  

But the fatal influences of this growing evil does not end here, and I 

must trace stock-jobbing now to its new acquired capacity of 

intermeddling with the publick, assisting rebellion, encouraging 

invasion; and if I do not bring the stock-jobbers, even the Whigs among 

them, to be guilty of treason against their King and country, and that of 

the worst kind too, then I do nothing. (Defoe 1719/2016, p. 21) 

 He charges stockjobbers with treason for depressing the price of government stock when 

the nation was facing rebellion or invasion. The accusation that stockjobbers were 

committing high treason by depressing the price of government bonds in a moment of 

crisis was less concerned with stock markets not working as advertised but with the fact 

that even when they did, they may cause harm. In a moment of crisis, the reasoning goes, 

one should support the government, making decisions based not on self-interest, but on 

patriotic duty. Seventeenth century critics were thus well aware of the destructive 

potential of financial markets; that an institution which had power to support growth and 

development also had the power to cause catastrophe. 

For all these different reasons, financial markets were viewed with suspicion. Of course, 

some of these concerns were more difficult to address than others; explaining away the 

irrationality and danger of financial markets would have proven difficult. Instead, many 

proponents of financial markets asserted their honourability by assigning all the negative 

aspects of markets to specific groups they deemed dishonourable.   
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Stockjobbers and Brokers ς Honourability and the Market  

The new financial institutions created new roles and jobs, and discourses at the time 

often centred around the character of the various actors involved. In this section I explore 

the role of stockjobbers in 17th and early 18th century markets. This is both in terms of the 

practical role they fulfilled as well as their function in drawing the focus of concern 

regarding markets away from structural causes towards the character of people involved 

in investing.  

Defining stockjobbing is not a straightforward process. Throughout the history of the 

ǎǘƻŎƪ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǎǘƻŎƪƧƻōōŜǊέ Ƙŀǎ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƭƻŀǘƛƴƎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŜǊΣ ŀ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ 

take on whatever meaning the speaker wants to bestow on it. It has been used to describe 

someone who dealt fraudulently, someone who speculated, or merely someone who 

dealt in their own interest (Hennessy 2001). But while there was disagreement on what 

they actually were, many critics did agree that stockjobbers posed a major danger to 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ Lƴ мсфт ƻƴŜ ¢ƻǊȅ at ŜȄŎƭŀƛƳŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǎǘƻŎƪ-jobbing is now become the 

ǎƻƭŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƴȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǊǳƛƴŜŘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎέ όvǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ wƻǎŜǾŜŀǊŜ мффм 

p.43). This quote betrays an unease with the activities happening on the stock market. 

This unease was overcome by focusing on stockjobbers as actors who were seen as a 

corrupting force, as opposed to άōǊƻƪŜǊǎέ who were defined as honourable, good-faith 

actors on markets. For while there was a general unease surrounding this new form of 

economic activity, instead of challenging the systematic difficulties that these economic 

practices caused, many focused on the immoral character of stockjobbers, saying that 

this was at the root of the problem. 

Lƴ Ƙƛǎ мтмф Ŝǎǎŀȅ ά¢ƘŜ !ƴŀǘƻƳȅ ƻŦ 9ȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ !ƭƭŜȅέ 5ŀƴƛŜƭ 5ŜŦƻŜ όмтмфκнлмсύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ 

Exchange Alley as a place firmly in the hands of stockjobbers and therefore full of intrigue 

and falsehood. Defoe recounts how the stockjobbers in the Exchange flatter and smooth-

talk potential investors. They advertise their services by promising some secret insight 

into the movement of a particular stock. The naïve investors are thereby tricked into 

making rash deals which lose them money. Defoe created a binary in which stockjobbers 

were predatory, dishonest scoundrels preying on innocent investors who did not know 

any better than believe in their lies. He wrote: 
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that 'tis a Trade founded in Fraud, born of Deceit, and nourished by 

Trick, Cheat, Wheedle, Forgeries, Falsehoods, and all sorts of Delusions; 

Coining false News, this way good, that way bad; whispering imaginary 

Terrors, Frights, Hopes, Expectations, and then preying upon the 

Weakness of those, whose Imaginations they have wrought upon, 

whom they have either elevated or depress'd. (pp.4-5) 

So, what exactly was it about stockjobbers that caused them to incur such ire? What is it 

that stockjobbers symbolised that made others so suspicious of them? The most likely 

answer to this question is that the fear and condemnation of stockjobbers was a 

manifestation of the fear surrounding the substantive growth of the markets. 

Stockjobbers bought, held and sold stock in their own name with the purpose of making 

a profit. In this they differed significantly from stockbrokers who invested money on 

behalf of a client and were seen as far more respectable (Attard 2000). Before the 

emergence of stockjobbers, stockbrokers who wanted to buy or sell stock for clients were 

always dependent on finding someone to trade with. Stockjobbers, however, made 

continuous trading possible by constantly selling and buying stock. This 

professionalization was made possible by the substantive growth in tradable products 

available (Michie 1999; Attard 2000).  

Hence stockjobbers served a double function. On the one hand, since they were ready to 

buy and sell constantly, they were important interlocutors for brokers who were saved 

from always having to find someone who could exactly match their business. 

Stockjobbers made trading much cheaper and more efficient and thereby enhanced 

market liquidity (Harrison 2004). They facilitated a greater turnover than would have 

otherwise been possible on the stock exchange. Stockjobbers were thus vital for the 

growth of the stock exchange. Despite the different moral positions that brokers and 

stockjobbers occupied, investors needed the jobbers to fulfil their function. On the other 

hand, they served to draw the ire of those criticising financial markets. By focusing all 

their unease and fear on stockjobbers rather than on the structural problems of financial 

markets, advocates of stock markets could continue encouraging people to take part in 

the markets despite the obvious economic risk of doing so.  
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It was also possible to argue that the markets themselves were unproblematic. In his 

eighteenth-century guide Every Man His Own Broker, Mortimer does this very specifically 

when he argues that the very reason stockjobbing exists is because of the superiority 

(moral and practical) of the English stock market:  

Moral writers assert, that there is no good thing on earth which may 

not be abused; but this is no argument that the good, out of which evil 

is produced, is the less valuable; on the contrary, it only aggravates the 

guilt of those who are so corrupt as to make even virtue itself serve the 

cause of vice (Mortimer 1769, p. 25).  

According to Mortimer the nature of stockjobbing has to do with the bad character of the 

jobbers themselves whom he divides into three categories: foreigners, English traders 

who short sell, and traders who buy stock on credit. The market itself, for Mortimer, is 

the ultimate expression of everything good and proper about the English character.  

The stockjobbers were also helpful as figures that could be blamed for the results of stock 

market bubbles, as exemplified by the South Sea Bubble. According to Poovey (2008), the 

way those involved in markets and those defending them reacted to the South Sea Bubble 

was to use it to demarcate valid from invalid investments. The responsibility for the 

Bubble was put squarely on the shoulders of stockjobbers who, as one commentator of 

ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƘŀŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ άƘƻƴƻǳǊŀōƭŜ ǘǊŀŘŜέ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ άŘŜƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ǘǊƛŎƪέ 

(Quoted in Poovey 2008 p.82). Rather than honourably trading stocks that supported 

adventurous and equally honourable merchants to go and build up their businesses, the 

markets had been hijacked by those merely looking to make a quick buck. They thereby 

absolved the financial instruments that had led to the bubble by focusing public ire on 

one particular group. 

The effort of justifying some financial practices by excluding others happened in other 

spheres too. In 1761 an attempt was made to draw clear boundaries through the 

establishment of an exclusive club that controlled the coffee houses in London, where 

much of the trading still took place. Some 150 brokers rented a coffee house named 

WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴΩǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƘƻǳǊǎ ŀ Řŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƴƻƴ-members during that time 

όaƛŎƘƛŜ мфффύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ Ŏƭǳō ƛƴ WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴΩs did not survive long and the courts 
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forbade it in 1762 on the grounds that the coffee house had always served as a market 

and therefore the brokers in question did not have the right to restrict access to it 

(Hennessy 2001).  Later on, in 1772, the same brokers built their own premises and in 

1801 this building was reorganized to be used exclusively by brokers belonging to a 

subscription club. This meant that to operate as an official broker, one had to belong to 

this club. The brokers thereby secured their own status by restricting access to the 

markets (ibid.).  

¢ƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻƪŜǊǎΩ Ŏƭǳō ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀ Řǳŀƭ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΥ ƛǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ 

ŦƻǊ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǊƻƪŜǊǎΩ Ŏƭǳō 

did this by only accepting wealthy members of high status (Preda 2009). Access to the 

club was also regulated on the grounds of religion, with the number of seats that Jews 

ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ƻŎŎǳǇȅ ŀǘ ŀƴȅ ƻƴŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǿŜƭǾŜ όƛōƛŘΦύΦ ά²ƘƛƭŜ ƴƻǘ ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ 

all suspicion of dishonour and dark tricks, this boundary usefully points to a realm (street 

ǘǊŀŘƛƴƎύ ǳǇƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōƭŀƳŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǊŜŘέ όtǊŜŘŀ нллфΣ ǇΦ стύΦ 

While the actual activities of trading government debt, lottery tickets, shares in 

companies, betting, and taking out insurances at the end of the 17th century were not 

clearly distinguished, over the next few centuries they emerged as clear, distinct 

categories (albeit ones that were redefined at certain intervals). These separate 

categories were not simply developed parallel to each other, they were defined against 

ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ aŀǊƛŜƪŜ ŘŜ DƻŜŘŜ όнллрΣ ǇΦ рпύΥ ά¢ƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ 

ƻŦ ƎŀƳōƭƛƴƎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀ ΨǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀŘŜ 

possible [Χ] ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦέ  Lƴ ǘhe next part of 

this chapter, I look specifically at how gambling and insurance were defined in relation to 

one another.  

Gambling and Insurance 

In origin, both insurances and lotteries incorporated elements of investing and gambling, 

but from the 18th century onwards, they were distinguished from one another. The 

differentiation between lotteries and insurances provides a good case study here; for our 



39 

 

modern understanding of financial instruments they encapsulate two poles on which we 

judge the moral uprightness of financial behaviour. At one extreme of this spectrum we 

have insurance, which signifies foresight and prudence. At the other end there is the 

lottery as a form of gambling, signifying superstition and speculating and thus 

irresponsibility. Today, insurance and betting could be seen as inversions of one another. 

While a gambler irresponsibly risks their wealth for a thrill, an individual who takes out 

insurance is sacrificing the enjoyment that their money could bring if spent on more 

immediate pleasures, for the sake of security.  

This dichotomy is a relatively new one and in the 18th century gambling on insurances 

was commonplace. In his autobiography Francis Place (1972), who lived from 1771 to 

мупрΣ ǿǊƻǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ άƛƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ƭƻǘǘŜǊȅ ƳŜƴέΣ ǎŀƭŜǎƳŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƭƻǘǘŜǊȅ ǘƛŎƪŜǘǎ όƻǊ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ ƛƴ 

lottery tickets): 

They whispered 

temptation to the 

innocent; they hinted 

at fraud to the 

novice. They lured 

ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳǘƘŦǳƭΤ Χ ƴƻ 

valley was so lonely, 

but that it found 

ǎƻƳŜ ǾƛŎǘƛƳΤ Χ ŀƴŘ 

so enticing were their manners, that their presence was sought, and 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŜŀƎŜǊƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŀǾŀǊƛŎŜ Χ ¢ƻ ǎǳŎƘ 

men as these were the morals of the people exposed through the 

lottery (See also Figure 2). 

 How, then, was it possible for insurance to come to epitomize prudence and 

responsibility while gambling came to be seen as a moral vice? In the following I trace the 

moral history of insurance and lotteries in relation to one another to show how discourses 

at the time normalised one while stigmatizing the other.  

Figure 2- Lottery Insurance Office, Etching and Engraving, 1862 British 

Library 



40 

 

Life insurance has a long history, originating around 1600 in the Mediterranean as a way 

of collateralising investments. Ship owners would insure seafarers, and moneylenders 

would collateralise loans. Moneylenders and their customers could take out policies on a 

ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŀƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƴŘŜǊ ŀǎ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ōŀŘ ŘŜōǘΣ 

should the customer die. They were introduced into England by Italian merchants in the 

17th century and became primarily popular in naval circles. Between 1696 and 1721 

around 60 insurance schemes were formed in England (Clark 1999). Insurance offered 

security for those affected by somŜƻƴŜΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǊŘŜŘ ƻŦŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƭƻǎǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ 

had speculative uses. In contrast to insurance today, up until 1774 there were no 

limitations on what someone could take out insurance on. It was thus possible for 

speculators to take insurance out on any possible event. These included the outcome of 

ōŀǘǘƭŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ [ƻǳƛǎ ·±Ωǎ ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘǎ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘŜ 

of 800 German refugees who in 1765 were bought to England and then abandoned 

without food or shelter on the outskirts of London. Speculators bet on how many of the 

refugees would still be alive within a week (Clark 1997b; de Goede 2005; Sandel 2012, 

2013).  

Life insurance policies then served a dual function. They worked as a financial practice 

which protected people in cases of accidents and loss. But they also served a recreational 

function and a chance to win big if one insured the right life or event. Over time efforts 

were made to eliminate one function in order to justify the other. The first major critics 

of life insurance in England, however, were not concerned with the general morality or 

immorality of life insurance, such as whether there is anything intrinsically wrong with 

ōŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ, public 

critics of life insurance worried mostly about the possibility of fraud, specifically the 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ΨōŀŘ ƭƛǾŜǎΩ, which involved not being told of a life-limiting condition 

ǿƘŜƴ ƛƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƭife insurance 

encouraged criminal behaviour (e.g. hastening the death of someone insured in order to 

collect the premium) (Clark 1999). The theologian William Whiston was concerned with 

the loss in profit suffered by customers of the Amicable Society through fraud, which led 

him to suggest that the society should pick 200-300 healthy people between 12 and 70 

and only allow insurance to be taken out on these lives (ibid). Whiston thus clearly 
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accepted that gambling was the main purpose of taking out a life insurance. His 

suggestion would have prohibited the possibility of someone taking out a life insurance 

policy on a specific person in order to secure the financial future of those depending on 

the income of that person. For him, the moral problem consisted in the fact that people 

might cheat the system, not that there was anything wrong with gambling in itself. His 

concern was to make gambling fairer (Adams 2003).  

Despite these less wholesome uses, early advertising for life insurance portrays it as a 

prudent and benevolent force (Clark 1997a). Despite this early acceptance of gambling, 

in time a differentiation was made between insurance and gambling. Life insurance in 

particular was seen as a worthwhile and morally upright product. Indeed, the first 

promoters of life insurance policies in England did their best to frame their product as an 

expression of virtue. They did this by coupling it with movements to promote spiritual 

and moral reform by the Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge and the 

Societies for the Reformation of Manners (Clark 1999). 

On a legal level, insurance became legitimised through the establishment of anti-

gambling legislation. Timothy Alborn (2008) gives the Gambling Act of 1774 particular 

importance in making insurance acceptable. The act specified that insurance could only 

be taken out if one had a financial interest in the insured person. Typically, this was used 

to provide security to the wife and children of the policyholder. The act, while not 

necessarily eliminating other uses of insurance, made them legally unenforceable. This 

affected people very differently depending on their social class. While working class 

insurance brokers were forced into illegalised settings, members of the upper-class had 

an easier time making their ventures fit into the new criteria. They were therefore able 

to justify and establish their financial practices as virtuous and productive. While working-

class forms of insurance/gambling had less legitimacy under the gambling act, they did 

not disappear. Both policy holders and insurers had little interest in seeing the law 

enforced. While insurance offices could have turned down some claims as illegitimate, by 

doing so they would have risked their further business interests. Thus, while the Gambling 

Act drew a line between legitimate and illegitimate financial instruments, it did not 

eliminate those deemed illegitimate (Alborn 2008). 
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Underlying the distinction between betting and legitimate insurance is the idea that they 

ŀǊŜ ǘǿƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέ ŀƴŘ άǇǳǊŜ ƎŀƳōƭƛƴƎέ ǿŀǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ƙeart of many justification strategies (Zelizer 

1979). Rational speculation applied to forms of betting on already existing risk; pure 

gambling was seen as betting on artificially created risk. It enabled promoters of life 

insurance to draw up a dichotomy that established life insurance as a valuable and valued 

activity.   

The moral distinction between gambling and speculation remained an ongoing project 

and was probably not properly established until the mid-18th century, when gambling and 

investing first emerged as distinct categories (Itzkowitz 2002). Daston (1995) proposes 

that through time, life insurance came to epitomize prudence, thrift and foresight, which 

were qualities highly valued by bourgeois societies in the late 18th century. These 

associations with virtuous behaviour served to distance insurance policies from gambling, 

portraying them as more dispassionate, level-headed undertakings. The opposite side of 

this discourse developed through the growing stigmatization of gambling.  During the 18th 

century there was a proliferation of discourses about the moral pitfalls of gambling. The 

church, which itself had up until then been happy to raise funds though lotteries, now 

raised concerns about the fact that gambling severed the link between skill, merit, and 

ƘŀǊŘ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǿŀǊŘΦ DŀƳōƭƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǎŜǊǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ άǿŜō ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎέ όŘŜ 

Goede 2005, p. 55) that associated it with other vices such as drunkenness, crime and 

prostitution. It ǿŀǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴǘƻ άƛƭƭ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅέ ŀƴŘ was thought to be a 

particularly bad attribute in women. By gambling, women harmed society, the argument 

went, setting a bad example to the men they should be morally guiding, and by neglecting 

their housework (ibd.) 

The abolishment of state lotteries is also of interest as part of the stigmatization of 

gambling. There exists some disagreement about why state lotteries were eventually 

abandoned as a form of creating revenue. Victorian commentators seemed to have little 

doubt about why they had been abolished. As The Christian Observer put it in 1836, the 

ŀōƻƭƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƭƻǘǘŜǊƛŜǎ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ άŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘǊƛǳƳǇƘ ƻŦ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ 

ŦƛǎŎŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅέ όǉǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ wŀǾŜƴ όмффмύ ǇΦотнύΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

to protect the general public, and particularly working-class people, from the temptation 
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of gambling. But it is also possible that lotteries had simply outlived their usefulness as a 

form of raising capital for the state. The rising costs of war had made lotteries too 

unreliable and inefficient and so they had to be replaced with a more systemic form of 

taxation (Raven 1991). Furthermore, as North and Weingast (1989) argue, the late 17th  

and early 18th centuries was a time where parliamentary changes created a more stable 

system of exchange which in turn produced more trust in financial practices and 

institutions, leading to greater willingness to invest. Whatever the reason that lotteries 

were abandoned as a form of state finance, they served as a useful focal point to capture 

the negative emotions connected with investing. The abolition of lotteries, while not 

necessarily brought about by concern about their relation to gambling, was also used to 

affirm class boundaries. Philanthropists argued that lotteries should be abolished 

because they corrupted the poor. Working-class people had to be protected from this 

danger, a danger which they could neither understand nor control and which distracted 

them from work (Raven 1991). 

Lady Credit ς Developing Rationality 

In the last part, I showed how early financial markets were justified through the 

reinforcement of boundaries between people and practices considered safe and those 

that were deemed dangerous. Through focusing concern on stockjobbers, stockbrokers 

were in contrast portrayed as safe and reliable. Similarly, insurance was defined as safe 

as opposed to lotteries. In this next part I look at another way boundaries were enforced 

to make financial markets appear safe while reinforcing social norms ς the policing and 

exclusion of women in response to the 1720 South Sea Bubble.  

In order to legitimize financial markets, it was necessary to show that taking part in them 

was a rational pursuit. One way to do this was through a gendered discourse, arguing that 

personal character, in the form of manly virtues, could overcome the unpredictability of 

markets. Financial markets were associated with destructive femininity that had to be 

overcome and mastered by the rational investor. To some extent, this discourse reflected 

unease resulting from the loosening of gender roles in regard to investing. These occurred 
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because women were active participants in early stock markets. Judith M. Spicksley 

(2007, p. 206) argues that unmarried women of άmiddling statusέ άǿŜǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ 

ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŘƛǘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇΦέ {ƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ 

in financial markets gave women, who were often prevented from becoming financially 

independent because they were excluded from so many branches of the economy, the 

means to become independent. As a result, they could potentially decide to eschew 

marriage, or at least avoid being forced into an arranged one. Financial markets were thus 

a symbol of the changing social order, and ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ participation in them came to serve 

as a focal point that encompassed both ŦŜŀǊǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ 

and the potentially destructive sides of financial markets. Those committed to justifying 

financial markets while upholding traditional gender norms argued that women made 

poor investors because they had specific feminine traits, that they were impulsive, 

inconsistent and irrational. However, as in the examples of insurance being legitimised 

through the stigmatisation of gambling, the focus on these negative attributes was also 

used to explain markets themselves behaving irrationally. Representations of speculation 

and financial markets were frequently feminised, and were often associated with women 

with loose sexual morals (Searle 1998; de Goede 2000; de Goede 2005; Maltby and 

Rutterford 2012). 

This narrative of dangerous femininity was particularly prominent in the aftermath of the 

South Sea Bubble of 1720. Bubbles, whenever they occur, have always tended to follow 

a certain pattern. Edward Chancellor (1999) identifies three different phases that 

speculative bubbles usually take. The first is that an opportunity to make profit must 

arise. In the case of the South Sea Bubble, it was colonial expansion that fuelled the 

speculation mania. People started investing in shares of the South Sea Company, which 

was being promoted through many channels. Once the mania has taken off, social 

boundaries start softening. In the second phase, groups who are not normally involved in 

investing begin to take part in stock markets. The third phase is the bursting of the bubble 

with the attributions of culpability. The fact that the boundaries were opened previously 

makes it possible to assign blame to those who were seen to be violating boundaries.  

One example of how this was done was by assigning blame to women and to female 

attributes after the South Sea Bubble.  
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One proponent of this argument was Daniel Defoe. Despite his criticism of stock markets, 

he believed they, or rather the credit they produced, were necessary for the good of 

ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΤ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴŘƛǎǇŜƴǎŀōƭŜΥ άΩ¢Ωƛǎ ōȅ ƘŜǊ ȅƻǳ ǊŀƛǎŜ 

your Armies, fit out Fleets, cloth your Soldiers, establish Banks, sell Annuities, pay 

9ǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǎƘƻǊǘ ōȅ IŜǊ Χ ŀƭƭ ƻǳǊ ²ŀǊ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ƻǳǊ ¢ǊŀŘŜ ƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘΦέ (Defoe 

мтлфΣ ǇΦ мннύ 5ŜŦƻŜΩǎ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ƛǊǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎ 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƳŜ ά[ŀŘȅ /ǊŜŘƛǘέΦ CƻǊ 5ŜŦƻŜΣ [ŀŘȅ /ǊŜŘƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŜǾƛƭΣ Ƨǳǎǘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ 

corrupted. Stockjobbers, for example, whom he saw as immoral because they speculated, 

ǿŜǊŜ άǊŀǇƛƴƎέ [ŀŘȅ /ǊŜŘƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ŦƭƛǊǘŀǘƛƻǳǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣ ǎǇƻƛƭǘ 

ŀƴŘ ǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴŜ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǘƻ ƘŜǊΦ hƴŎŜ ƘŜǊ ƛƴƴƻŎŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƭƻǎǘΣ [ŀŘȅ /ǊŜŘƛǘΩǎ 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǎǇƻƛƭǘΦ ά¢ƻ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊ /ǊŜŘƛǘ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƭƭ ¢ǊŜŀǘŜŘ Χ ƛǎ 

almost as Difficult as to restore virginity, or to make a WτǊŜ ŀƴ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ²ƻƳŀƴέ ό5ŜŦƻŜ 

1706, p. 19). 

Defoe sought to reform Lady Credit and turn her into an honourable woman. For this, he 

argued, investors would have to learn to master not only her but also themselves. Defoe 

ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ άƎŜƴǘƭŜƳŀƴƭȅ ǾƛǊǘǳŜǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭŦ-

control. If one manages to master oneself completely, it would be harder to fall prey to 

the seductive feminine powers of financial markets. The best way to achieve this mastery 

of the self, Defoe thought, was meticulous bookkeeping. He was a particular fan of the 

then relatively new double entry bookkeeping. Through this method, he claimed, man 

could achieve total honesty about his financial behaviour and learn to control and master 

his impulses. It epitomized rationality and accountability, the masculine virtues that were 

meant to keep Lady Credit in her place (de Goede 2005).   

In the wake of the South Sea Bubble the discourse of dangerous femininity became 

important as a way to make sense of what had happened to investors. Femininity served 

a double function. On the one hand the market itself was equated with femininity that 

had to be controlled. Metaphors of female hysteria and impulsivity served to make sense 

ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΩ ƛǊǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƳǇǳƭǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƭƭ-

informed investment styles, were declared at least partly responsible for the bubble. As 
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a consequence, masculine rationality could be presented as both a necessary and a 

sufficient condition for well-ōŜƘŀǾŜŘ άǎŀŦŜέ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ5. 

 
5Somewhat ironically there seems to be some evidence that female investors did not do as badly as their 

ƳŀƭŜ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘ {Ŝŀ .ǳōōƭŜΦ Lƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƛƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ wƻȅŀƭ 

African company stock in the South Sea Bubble, Carlos et al. (2006) found that women holding this stock at 

worst broke even or even made some gains. The overall evidence on what role gender plays in investment 

ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƛǎ ƳƛȄŜŘΦ /ŀǊƭƻǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ άǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƳƻǊŜ Ǝenerally to the financial acumen of 

ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇέ όǇΦ ннмύΦ Lǘ ƛǎΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ŀōǎǳǊŘ ǘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ 

and investment behaviour in the 18th Century infers a correlation between those variables today. There 

are, however, some studies that suggest similar connections today, especially that women are more risk 

averse than men (for a summary of the evidence see (Maltby and Rutterford 2012)). Others, however, have 

argued that differences in investment behaviour of men and women disappeared when the numbers were 

controlled for education, income, debt, race and number of children (Hibbert et al. 2008) (See also 

(Maxfield et al. 2010; Nelson 2012)). 
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3Genealogy of Financial Markets 
Part 2: 19th -21st Century 

3.1 Making Finance Rational 

The Ready-Money Society  

In the previous part I described how financial markets were established as safe by 

drawing boundaries between people and practices deemed safe and dangerous. 

However, these boundaries were not the only way to make markets seem safe. Another 

idea that emerged was that rationality, as connected to gendered ideas of cool-headed 

and controlled masculinity and disconnected from impulsive, uncontrolled femininity. 

would protect financial markets from danger. In this part I write about how rationality 

became an increasingly dominant way to understand markets in the Victorian age, 

especially as economics was connected to ideas of natural sciences.  

In the early 19th century, Britons again saw their economy expand dramatically. Within 

In the year 1824 alone the number of stock companies increased four-fold and at the end 

of the year investors had 624 different stocks to choose from. This marked the beginning 

ƻŦ ŀ άŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎέ όtǊŜŘŀ нллмύΦ 9ǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƎŜǘ 

involved in stock markets on a large scale until the 1870s, institutions like banks and 

insurance companies started becoming much more active, so that finance was 

increasingly becoming a ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ όtƻƻǾŜȅ нллнύΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

1800s proponents of financial markets had to argue that stock markets could be 

embedded safely within society, in the 19th century their continued spread and growing 

presence in everyday life had to be normalized.  

The moral beliefs of Victorian England with regard to money have received considerable 

academic attention (Carruthers and Nelson 1991; Alborn 1995; Preda 2001; Herbert 

2002; Itzkowitz 2002; Poovey 2002, 2008; Preda 2009; Deringer 2013; Kohlmann 2016; 
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Maas 2016). Around the mid-19th century, holding stocks became considerably easier for 

middle- and upper-class people in England and stockownership spread rapidly, at least 

partly due to the introduction of limited liability legislation. By the end of the century 

two-fifths of the national wealth was bound up in stocks (Itzkowitz 2002). With this 

expansion came a renewed uncertainty about the moral statuses of stock markets. The 

extension of the market into every aspect of society caused considerable anxiety. G.R. 

Searle (1998) argues that there was a severe conflict between morality and market logic. 

Victorians were generally positive towards growth, but they were less keen to be seen as 

materialistic or greedy, and many Victorians were concerned that the ethos of business 

threatened moral norms. Like critics before them, they were worried that the divorce of 

ownership and control over businesses that comes with dividing a company up into 

shares would encourage immoral and irresponsible behaviour. These critics saw their 

fears confirmed through company failures in the 1820s-1840s, such as the collapse of the 

Royal British Bank in the 1850s which I will write about in more detail later. 

Throughout the 19th century there were attempts to legitimize financial markets in 

several ways. First, the proponents of financial markets, as in the past, justified them 

through redrawing the lines of legitimate and illegitimate activities.  

Redrawing the Lines 

One way of legitimising financial markets was again to divide investing forms into 

legitimate and illegitimate practices, drawing and re-drawing the line between investing 

and gambling. In the 19th century the demarcation became even more pronounced, 

embedded within the structure of Victorian values of rationality and prudence. 

Throughout the second half of the 19th century different interest groups aimed to draw 

the lines between the different categories. In this part I draw mostly on the work of Phillip 

Itzkowitz (2002) who argues that in the 19th century the emergence of speculation as a 

new category between investing and gambling helped solidify the boundary between 

both.  
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In these attempts to draw boundaries, social class was particularly important as a 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άǇǳǊŜ ƎŀƳōƭƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ άǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέ ǿŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

used to establish class boundaries. Victorian legislation often aimed to outlaw specific 

working-class involvement in financial markets, rather than regulating financial markets 

ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭΦ άDŀƳōƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ŘŀǊƪŜǊ ǘƻ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

ƎŀƳōƭŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƻƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ό!ƭōƻǊƴ нллуΣ ǇΦ ммύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ-class 

people from stock markets, while justifying the markets themselves in terms of 

exclusivity, also led to various forms of investing prospering outside sanctioned spaces. 

In the late 1870s and 1880s a new kind of broker who operated similarly to bookmakers 

became popular in London. These brokers advertised aggressively and blurred the line 

between gambling and investing anew. Next to more traditional investment forms they 

offered new avenues of speculation that consisted of betting on price movements 

without actually buying stock (Itzkowitz 2002). This form of betting on stocks transcended 

the carefully drawn boundary between investment and gambling. Those using these new 

brokers were not really taking part in financial markets, while they were still observing 

stock movements.  

These new brokers also overlapped with bookmakers through their language. Not only 

did the brokers use language taken from sports betting to advertise, the bookmakers, 

too, started using the language of investing to advertise their services.  The 1870s and 

1880s also saw a boom in financial newspapers that provided investment advice to both 

professional investors and those 

engaged in these new forms of 

speculation. Many of these new 

publications gave specific advice 

ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ άƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎέ 

as to which stocks were likely to 

rise or fall in the coming weeks. 

They also included a variety of 

non-financial content such as 

jokes, gossip, reviews, contests 

and anecdotes. They were 

Figure 3 - Punch Cartoon illustrating the difference between honorable 

and dishonorable financial instruments ca. 1860 
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extremely similar to sporting magazines, again blurring the line between gambling and 

investing (ibid.) 

¢ƘŜ ƴŜǿ ōǊƻƪŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ муулǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άōǳŎƪŜǘ-ǎƘƻǇ ƪŜŜǇŜǊǎέ ǿƘƻ ƎŀǾŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

outside the inner circle of the stock market the possibility of taking part in speculation. 

For a commission, these brokers would speculate with money provided by clients, within 

certain parameters that limited the risk to clients. While the bucket-shop keepers drew 

their clients in with the promises of the stock market, they did not necessarily give them 

an actual chance to participate in the markets. Critics have argued that these brokers 

were more akin to stock market bookkeepers and in some cases, they never actually 

invested the money they were given by their clients. These shops gave to anti-gambling 

activists and defenders of the stock market a common enemy to focus on.  

The appearance of the bucket shop had the effect of drawing a new 

line between legitimate and illegitimate speculation. They allowed even 

ardent anti-gambling activists like the members of the National Anti-

Gambling League to soften their tone towards other forms of 

speculation, which could now be seen as at least quasi-legitimate 

because they did not involve the obvious gambling that characterized 

the bucket shops (Itzkowitz 2002, p. 142).  

¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƎŀƳōƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ōƭǳǊǊŜŘ ōȅ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ άǎƪƛƭƭ 

ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ōǊŜŜŘ ƻŦ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜǎ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мутлǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴǎ 

consisted of a variety of activities such as guessing stock movements, and they were often 

not much more than lotteries of questionable legality (Itzkowitz 2002). The overlap of 

these two worlds is not just a sign of the adaptability of financial speculation; it also points 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎ όŀƴŘ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ƎŀƳōƭŜǊǎύ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƭŀǘƛƻƴ ώƻŦ 

language and practices] allowed participants in both activities to view themselves 

ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ŀǎ ǎǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ άƳŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ ŀƴŘ άǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘǎέ 

(Itzkowitz 2002, p. 136).  

It is in this context, Itzkowitz argues, that speculation as a distinct category arose. He 

argues that the emergence of speculating as a third category made it possible to focus all 

the misgivings critics had with investing onto the activities subsumed in this category. 
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Other forms of investing which might otherwise have suffered similar criticisms, could be 

morally justified on the basis that they were not speculating. In the words of Itzkowitz  

[T]he fact that the new speculation could be branded as gambling 

only emphasized, by contrast, the legitimacy of other forms of 

speculation. By allowing the new speculation alone to carry the moral 

opprobrium that had once applied to all speculation, late-Victorian 

society ensured that speculation in general would remain legitimate. 

(p.123) 

Some continued to argue that investing and speculation could not be distinguished from 

gambling. Throughout the 19th century various legislative efforts were made to control 

the more unsavoury aspects of investing, for example the Gaming Act of 1845, which 

made certain speculative contracts unenforceable by law. By 1878, however, the idea 

that it was not possible to distinguish speculation from investing was re-enforced by a 

report issued by the Royal Commission on the London Stock Exchange. As Itzkowitz (2002) 

notes, it is unlikely that the practices named in the report were really hard to distinguish, 

since at the same time the regulations of the stock exchange forbade clerks in public and 

private establishments from taking part in speculative bargains without permission from 

their employers. For this rule to be enforced it was necessary for the members of the 

Exchange to mark this distinction clearly. It therefore stands to reason that the report of 

the Royal Commission is best understood as a sign of shifting understandings of the 

morality of stock markets. Like those before aiming to justify financial markets, they 

avoided confronting the critique head-on, and instead argued that the harms produced 

through stock markets were caused by the irresponsible behaviour of individuals. In 

particular, the commission blamed the damage to younger members of the Exchange 

caused by investors going bankrupt (more on which later) (ibd.) 

In contrast to this stigmatisation of speculation, other forms of investing were connected 

ǘƻ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΦ hƴŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀƴΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘǊƛŦǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǾŀƭǳŜΦ 

Famous 19th century moral writers like Harriet Martineau (2004) and Samuel Smiles 

(1997) focused on the necessity and virtue of thrift, particularly for working-class people. 

Both of these authors gave their readers examples of what a virtuous life looks like and 
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embellished the virtues they thought worth promoting (also see Aitken 2003).  In the 19th 

century European countries saw an explosion in forms of accounting that influenced 

societal organisation. Through the introduction of double entry bookkeeping and other 

forms of accounting came a form of rationality that the Victorians extolled. These new 

techniques came hand in hand with Victorian values of orderliness and discipline. Orderly 

bookkeeping came to represent not only good business knowledge but a good character. 

¢ƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ όaŀŀǎ н016).  

Constructing the Rules of Investing 

Nothing can be truer in theory than the economical principle that 

banking is a trade and only a trade, and nothing can be more surely 

established by a larger experience than that a Government which 

interferes with any trade injures that trade. The best thing undeniably 

that a Government can do with the Money Market is to let it take care 

of itself. (Bagehot, 1873, no page number) 

In the 19th century ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛǎǘǎ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ άŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊέ6 the scientific rules underlying 

investing. Turning finance into a science gave it legitimacy. Together with the general 

justification through exclusion of lesser status groups described before this scientification 

of investing justified the activity. Within the field of formal economics, the 19th century 

was an active time. One of the many new economists was William Jevons (1871) who laid 

out his utilitarian theory of economy, which tried to establish the underlying rules of the 

 
6 I have struggled to decide which verb is the appropriate one to use here. If we accept that 

markets do follow objective rules that exist independently of being observed, then άdiscoverέ 

is the right word to use. If we do not accept the existence of such rules and argue that, as for 

example (MacKenzie 2003; MacKenzie 2006) argues, we create markets through describing 

them rather than just observing, the right word would be άconstructingέ the market. Whether 

or not the rules discovered by Jevons, Marshall and their colleagues were reflections of 

objective reality or a creation of this reality is not important to this study. I will therefore err 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ άŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊƛŜǎέΦ Lƴ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ 

ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎƛŀƭ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ άŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊȅέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ƛǎΦ L ǿƛƭƭ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ƛƴ 

inverted commas in this context.  
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economy. Jevons was a positivist who thought the objective rules of the social and 

economic world could be uncovered by systematic inquiry. For Jevons, the main obstacle 

to making economics an honest science was that commercial statistics were not 

sufficiently sophisticated and could therefore not accurately represent reality (Peart 

2001; de Goede 2005) 

Aligning investing with science had the dual function of legitimising practices while at the 

same time excluding certain groups from the market. Those turning economics into a 

science were themselves interested in securing their realm of expertise against outsiders. 

Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ WŜǾƻƴǎ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ǿŀǎ ǿƻǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƳƻƴƛŜŘ ƳŜƴέ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ 

responsibly with numbers. Another way to put it is that economists restricted access to 

their group, erecting boundaries around their realm, as a way of gaining legitimacy.  

It is in this context that financial advice publications started to become important. In the 

мунлǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άƳƻƴŜȅ ŎƻƭǳƳƴǎέ ƻǊ ά/ƛǘȅ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎέ 

started to appear in newspapers like the Morning Chronicle and the London Times. 

Newspapers started publishing price lists of the ever-growing number of securities 

available, together with brief comments. These were often written in a chatty way, 

commenting on the price movements of popular stocks. Put together, these articles 

ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅŜŘ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ŀǎ ŎƘŀǊƳƛƴƎƭȅ ƛŘƛƻǎȅƴŎǊŀǘƛŎΦ {ƻƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ also 

started to give a certain amount of generic investment advice (Poovey 2002). 

Financial advice publications became important during this time as a way to breach the 

divide between professionals and lay investors, even if only in spirit. Alex Preda (2009) 

argues that boundaries for financial markets always have a double function. On the one 

hand they restrict access to the market, thereby strengthening the status of those who 

already have access. On the other hand, they create a way for those outside of the status 

group to observe what is happening inside. Financial advice publications are particularly 

relevant in this context. They give outsiders the impression that everyone could be part 

of that privileged elite, could be making money by investing, while at the same time 

making the processes of the markets seem natural and rule-abiding. Furthermore, these 

publications regulate the way that outsiders can engage with markets (See also (Alborn 

1994; Alborn 2002). So while the distinction between honourable and dishonourable in 
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the 18th century focused mostly on identity categories like gender and class, 19th century 

discourses obscured these factors more by making skill define the boundary between 

honourable and dishonourable.  

The proliferation of different kinds of financial literature produced in the 19th century 

created a web of meaning which on the one hand enforced the image of financial markets 

as a realm of experts and on the other hand gave the public the idea that they could 

participate in this realm though study and obedience to rules. There was also a surge of 

financial advice literature written and produced by brokers and others associated with 

the stock exchange. Preda (2001, 2009) notes that this new literature, which focused on 

giving advice to individual investors, went hand in hand with a reduction of literature 

dealing explicitly with the morality of investing. Preda argues that legitimising finance by 

ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ άǊŜƭŜƎŀǘŜŘ ώƳƻǊŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎϐ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ŘƻƳŀƛƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎōŜƭƛŜŦέ όtǊŜŘŀ нллфΣ ǇΦнсоύΣ ƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ 

theme in Victorian fiction. Instead of belonging to the realm of morality, these new guides 

and pamphlets saw investing as something fundamentally neutral. 

The naturalisation and de-politisation of finance can be seen in publications produced 

throughout the 19th century. While pamphlets and comedies had been the main 

mediums to conceptualize financial markets in the 18th century, in the 19th century these 

ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ άǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎέ Ƴŀƴǳŀƭǎ that ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ŀƴ άŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ 

ƻŦ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴέ όtǊŜŘŀ нллфΣ ǇΦ фмύΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

the century many newspapers and journals were propagandistic in nature, there was a 

change to neutral and dispassionate writing. The brokers who aimed to legitimize 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŘƛŘ ǎƻ ōȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΩ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀǿǎΦ {ǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ 

in the 1840 financial newsletters, journals and investment manuals marketed to a middle-

class audience became increasingly popular. These financial advice publications were 

meant to finally prove the difference between investing and gambling by showing that 

only one was a rational pursuit that followed rational rules (Preda 2009). These new 

publications used a language taken from natural sciences and used metaphors from 

physics, engineering, medicine and meteorology. The overall effect of this language was 

to establish the belief in a positive, value-free science of investing that saw the 

movements of stocks as natural phenomena that followed observable and describable 
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laws. Even if, as Defoe for example had feared, individuals could manipulate the stock 

market, there was nevertheless a natural movement of stocks, too. Losses and gains in 

these markets thus came to be seen as a result of individual behaviour, rather than of 

market forces (Preda 2009).  

Throughout the 19th century the amount of financial literature kept increasing.  Poovey 

(2002) sees the expansion of a financial press which solidified ideological approval of 

financial markets as a direct reaction to radical literature related to the Chartist 

movement, which often included explicit criticism of financial markets. These Chartist 

writers were rekindling some of the criticism markets had faced at their origin and 

thereby threatening their hard-won legitimacy.  Financial journalists in the 1840s ς 1860s 

responded to these passionate critiques less by countering their passion, but rather 

through de-escalation. They adopted either neutral or chatty styles, which led readers 

through the intricacies of the stock market as if it were a natural phenomenon. The 

ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƎǳƛŘƛƴƎ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅΦ Lƴ tǊŜŘŀΩǎ όнллф 

p.92) words ά[ŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-control, continuous study of markets, and 

monitoring of joint-stock companies were represented as fundamental conditions of 

ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘǎΦέ ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-control and rationality, hysteria and 

irrationalities of the market could be reframed to be results of the cognitive deficiencies 

of individuals.  

Errors were made by investors who did not respect basic rules, did 

not properly evaluate information, or were letting themselves be 

manipulated by others. In other words, financial panics were tied to 

cognitive deficiencies on the parts of investors who did not fit the model 

of permanent monitoring and dispassionate analysis of market events. 

 This transformation, in its turn, reinforces the legitimacy of 

markets: financial transactions, now the object of positive knowledge 

and a quasi-scientific activity, become socially acceptable, if not even 

desirable (Preda 2009, p. 101).  
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New publications also asserted that the connection between price and value was a 

natural phenomenon. They drew on newly developing economic theory which was 

concerned with explaining how stock markets created prices. Now, instead of questioning 

the way that stock markets divorce value from price, it was merely asserted that the 

prices that stock markets created were the right prices (de Goede 2005). The Economist 

perhaps best exemplifies the shift in paradigms between the demagogic style that had 

ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ΨƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΩ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

came to dominate the late 19th century. While The Economist was originally founded as 

an organ for the Anti-Corn Law League, it changed its style and purpose after the law was 

repealed in 1846. Its new purpose was to explain the relationship between economic 

issues and the financial sector to the general public (Poovey 2002). Most interesting, 

however, is the way the style of The Economist changed. It now adapted a dispassionate 

style that suggested neutrality. Journals in the mid-мфǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ άƴǳƳōŜǊǎ 

ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎέ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŘŀǎ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎ against 

protectionism). This way they were able to pursue free market political agendas, but they 

did so cloaked in the language of neutrality and objectivity.  

In order to win on the stock market, late 19th century investors were told, they needed to 

develop vigilance, active attitudes, skills and knowledge. Through specific scenarios, the 

investment advice given showed readers specific scenarios and gave them rules on how 

to behave, usually stressing level-headedness and the resistance to emotional 

exuberance or panic (Alborn 1997). The rationality of the market in turn made the 

markets seem safe. In the words of Poovey (2002), all the different forms of writing, 

despite their differences in style and expressed purpose, ultimately had the same goal:  

all the financial articles and books I call financial journalism sought 

to depict the financial sector, which they represented as a culture unto 

itself, as a law-governed, natural, and ς pre-eminently ς safe sector of 

modern society (Poovey 2002, pp. 22-23).  

Similar discourses too could be found in the realm of politics. While a Select Committee 

Report in 1885 on the stock market at that time, for example, explicitly discussed financial 

bubbles, it did so as a matter of fraud. By arguing that bubbles could be avoided through 
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ŜƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ άƘƻƴŜǎǘȅέ ƛƴ Ƨƻƛƴǘ-stock companies (i.e. through greater transparency), the 

report implicitly embraced the idea that bubbles were malfunctions of the financial 

system and could be avoided through good governance. This function of financial 

journalism continued throughout the second half of the 19th century, even as the style 

of magazines tended to change and become more serious and critical of business. In this 

vein the very criticisms of financial markets could validate it, similarly to the process of 

άŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ōȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŀōƭŜ ŘƛǎǎŜƴǘέ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ tǊŜŘŀ όнллфύΦ  

It is important to recognize that this moral mission, which 

sometimes seemed to rebuke investment or even business in general, 

was always subordinated to the other function that financial journalism 

continued to perform. This other function ς to normalize or naturalize 

the workings of financial institutions ς was actually served by some of 

the ethical distinctions journalists drew. This was true, for example, of 

the distinction between investment, which journalists represented as 

sound, and speculation, which they presented as unwise or greedy 

(Poovey 2002, p. 25). 

The growing market produced many publications with titles like The Science of Money, 

The Railway Investment Guide: How to Make Money by Railway Shares, and .ŜŜǘƻƴΩǎ 

Guide to the Stock Exchange and the Money Market. (Preda 2001, p. 211). These 

publications promoted a view of financial markets that promoted social harmony, rather 

than antagonism. Furthermore, they portrayed investing as a worthwhile and prudent 

activity and thus one that states should encourage their citizens to take part in.   

InvestorsΩ manuals and journals disseminated a view of financial 

investing as promoting social harmony and as being patriotic: the 

common wealth is ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƛǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ 

safety is ensured, and the common interest of all social classes 

protected. Investing thus became a matter of the individǳŀƭΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

responsibilities (Preda 2001, p. 219). 
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 Investors were reminded that they were not only out to make a profit for themselves but 

that they were also part of a greater mechanism that created the common good. 

Declaring investing to be the epitome of rationality and common sense served to promote 

ideas both of discipline and prudence. At the same time stock markets themselves were 

given those attributes. In the 1850s and 1860s, there was a more positive connection 

between class and investing. In this decade ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎέ ǿŀǎ 

advanced, proposing that far from being corrupting, the mixing of classes that the stock 

markets allowed fostered social harmony. Financial markets, so the argument went, 

brought together those with ideas and those with money and focused them on the same 

goal: the prosperity of a company (Preda 2001). 

Apart from the moral and economic justifications, the 19th century journals were also full 

of advice for real-life investing scenarios. These took the form of a problem chapter in 

which readers were given a set of rules on what to do in specific situations. For example, 

they were given benchmark figures for when to hold stock and when to sell it. According 

to Poovey (2008) anyone writing about finance often walked the line between factual and 

made-up material in a way that was not clear to readers. This had to do with the writing 

conventions of the time on the one hand, but also with the nature of financial markets. 

The connection between the price and value of a company stock is in itself a construct 

that lies somewhere between real and imaginary. In theory, the price of a share should 

be as much as the percentage of the company it represented was valued at. In practice, 

however, many other factors influenced ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǎǘƻŎƪΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

of a share in joint-stock companies compounded the difficulty of distinguishing between 

valid and invalid monetary instruments is that the value of shares was intended to 

fluctuate in the market, as a functƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘέ όtƻƻǾŜȅ нллуΣ ǇΦ умύΦ Lƴ 

other words, there is something inherently unreal about the way financial markets 

worked. Without this fluctuation, speculation would have been impossible. Hence the 

same thing that made markets problematic is what made them profitable.  
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Shareholder Responsibility with Limited Liability  

Earlier I noted how financial crises have often constituted formative events in the way 

ǘƘŀǘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŜŘΦ Lƴ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ άŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ōȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŀōƭŜ 

ŘƛǎǎŜƴǘέ όtǊŜŘŀ нллфύ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǎ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ 

solutions for parts of the crises were in turn used to justify financial markets going 

forwards. Victorian society, for example, was shaken by a succession of banking scandals 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎΩ ŦŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǿŀǎ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳs, and 

so efforts were made to regulate markets in order to make them safer.  

One problem in regulating financial markets in response to these crises is that 

responsibility for things going wrong was often hard to locate. James Taylor (2007) argues 

that the process by which Victorians tried to establish responsibility in banking scandals 

is indicative of their attitude towards commercial morality. The failing of the Royal British 

Bank in 1856 is of particular interest in this respect as, unlike most other banking scandals 

of the time in which no one was brought to justice, the collapse of the bank was followed 

by a lengthy public scandal and several different lawsuits.  

The Royal British Bank was first advertised in February 1849 with a planned capital of 

£500.000 divided into 5.000 shares and £250.000 paid up. The bank had some problem 

getting started and finally reduced the capital of the venture to £100.000, with half paid 

up. After raising the £50.000 thus needed, the bank obtained a Royal Charter in 

September of the same year and began trading. In the first years of its existence the Royal 

British Bank seemed to be doing well, paying decent dividends and increasing its nominal 

capital to £300.000 in 1855. In April 1856, however, first doubts about the bank became 

apparent when the Wƻƛƴǘ {ǘƻŎƪ /ƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ started publishing articles about a 

London bank which was never named but easily identified as the Royal British Bank. These 

articles claimed that the bank had speculated in iron mining in Wales at a devastating loss 

and was utterly insolvent.  Even though it denied these claims, confidence in the bank 

was shaken, the price of Royal British Bank stock started falling and by 3 September the 

bank suspended business (Taylor 2007, 2014). 

It turned out that many of the directors and managers of the bank had been using the 

Royal British Bank as their personal piggy bank, with board members owing it up to 
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£70.000 pounds, and even the auditor owing £2.000. At a meeting on 22 September 

shareholders were told that the bank had collected liabilities totalling about £540.000, 

while having assets worth about £290.000. The bank was about a quarter of million 

pounds short of fulfilling its obligations to its creditors. The meeting descended into chaos 

amid anger from the shareholders, and the bank was dissolved. Since this was before the 

introduction of limited liability regulation, the shareholders were understandably 

concerned. As shareholders of the bank, they were liable to make up the shortfall with 

their own capital, which meant that several were facing personal bankruptcy.  

Over the next few years, a bitter battle ensued between the shareholders and the 

creditors in the form of several drawn-out legal cases. Shareholders argued they had been 

misled and were therefore not liable, while creditors sued individual shareholders. The 

relationship between those to whom the bank owned money and who owned the bank 

were tense, with public opinion alternatively supporting one or the other side of the 

conflict. More than anything else, this conflict revealed tension around how markets 

could be effectively regulated. The model of the joint-stock enterprise meant 

shareholders were expected to regulate companies themselves, without interference 

from outside. To this purpose they were supposed to elect lay auditors to check the 

books. The Royal British Bank had regularly done so, without the auditors being able to 

find fault in the books presented to them by the director. The system had obviously not 

been working. The auditors had been shown sufficiently cooked books that, since they 

were lay people, they had not been able to identify as false. This led to some critics 

arguing that the whole system of self-regulation should be abandoned, and that the 

government should intervene and appoint professional auditors.  

Taylor argues that the reason this plan was rejected is that it contradicted the view of 

shareholder responsibility, which saw owning part of a company as something that came 

with its own form of political responsibility. Giving up part of the responsibility for 

stopping companies misbehaving to the state was seen as letting shareholders off the 

hook. The Times, for example, argued that 

a multitude of regulations serves merely to confuse the general 

public and to give adroit schemers increased openings for evasion, 
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while at the same time it begets a false confidence and extinguishes the 

habit of private vigilance (The Times (12.9.1856 quoted in Taylor (2007) 

p.713).  

It was thus not necessarily that people objected to government regulation on principle, 

that they were per se against ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ. It 

was rather that they saw it as a measure that would do more harm than good by making 

people less vigilant.  

There were certain questions that needed to be answered though: If the system of 

shareholders policing the directors of a joint-stock venture was the best way to regulate 

businesses, then why did the Royal British Bank collapse? Why did the system of elected 

lay auditors not work? If there was nothing wrong with the system, then it must have 

been the fault of the specific auditors involved. Public opinion turned against the 

shareholders who, they claimed, must have been irresponsible to have been so duped. 

And if the shareholders of the Royal British Bank had been irresponsible, then that must 

be because the wrong kind of people were attracted to stockownership. And why were 

the wrong kind of people attracted to become shareholders? Because unlimited liability 

deterred reasonable and responsible people from becoming shareholders. In order to 

ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ 

shareholders, it had to be made less risky for them to become shareholders. Their liability 

for losses made by the companies they owned had to be limited. In the words of James 

Taylor (2013, pp. 716-717)  

The traditional belief that limited liability caused speculation was 

turned completely on its head, and it was now argued that unlimited 

liability had exacerbated the crisis by permitting joint-stock banks to 

ōƻǊǊƻǿ ǊŜŎƪƭŜǎǎƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŘƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƘŀǊŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ 

and had encouraged creditors to lend recklessly to these banks, in the 

knowledge that they could look to the assets of the shareholders in the 

event of failure. 

The example of the Royal British Bank exemplifies the process of expansion by 

manageable dissent in which parts of the critique of markets are integrated into its 
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justification. The establishment of limited liability regulation meant that parts of the 

issues which had led to the collapse, the systems vulnerability to fraud, could be 

addressed, while also enabling changes that would be in the interest of investors.  

In this chapter I have shown that in the 18th century financial markets were considered 

safe and legitimate because the kind of person who had access to them was restricted. In 

the 19th century rationality became a new framework to make sense of markets, while 

the groundwork for this rationalisation had been laid through connecting rationalisation 

and manliness in the late 18th century.  In this next part I show how ideas surrounding 

finance changed again in the 20th and 21st century to connect financial markets to ideas 

of democracy and participation.  

3.2 Democratising Finance  

The Great Depression 

In the last parts I have written about how financial crises and scandals have been used 

repeatedly to redefine norms surrounding finance. Financial crisis or other crisis of 

confidence have often became turning points for the way that the morality of markets 

has been constructed. The first major challenge to the legitimacy of financial markets in 

the 20th century came in 1929, when markets crashed worldwide and pivoted the world 

into an economic depression that would last until the beginning of the Second World War.  

The Great Depression shook trust in financial markets and revived critique in them, with 

different newspapers publishing articles that criticised financial markets in general and 

speculation in particular (de Goede 2005). Within many critiques of the financial systems, 

however, the same narratives described in earlier parts of this chapter were common: 

that the responsibility for the crash lay on the shoulders not of the financial system as a 

whole but of irresponsible investors. One prime example of this narrative can be found 

in an article by Samuel Spring (1931, no page number), writing for The Atlantic, who put 
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the responsibility for the unfolding crisis squarely on the shoulders of bankers engaged in 

speculation. 

For speculation is the ghost of everything abhorrent to science in 

industry, which worships, before all else, foresight and cautious 

ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ όΧύ 

This passion for speculation, seemingly innate in human nature, 

must be viewed apart from certain more basic causes of our present 

business distress. For speculation is not a controlling force. Rather it 

seems akin to an impenetrable fog that periodically settles down upon 

the busy channels of business activity, causing innumerable collisions 

and widespread blindness. It quickens or retards basic economic 

tendencies instead of creating them. It destroys by causing our business 

leaders and our investors, and above all our investment and our 

commercial bankers, to ascend to dizzy heights self-delusion only to 

plunge helplessly and hopelessly toward the pits of disaster. Thus, 

scientific industrial acumen is deflected from the control and 

adjustment of those more basic factors which are retarding and shaping 

our modern civilization of wealth. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǉǳƻǘŜ ŘǊŀǿǎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ άǎŎƛŜƴŎŜέ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

άƳŀŘƴŜǎǎέ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ {ǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘǳǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǊŜƎǳƭar part of how finance works. It 

is a bug in the system and it needs to be corrected. This distinction also expressed itself 

in the changes to regulation it triggered. The Great Depression led to a variety of changes 

in financial market regulation, although the significance of those new regulations is 

contested. Writing about financial market reform in the context of the New Deal in the 

USAΣ CǊŜƴŎƘ ŀƴŘ [ŜȅǎƘƻƴ όнлмнΥосоύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƳƻǎǘ 

comprehensive overhaul of the finaƴŎƛŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ Χ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƳŜ 

and control financial capital by limiting its ability to move both systematically and spatially 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅέΦ 5Ŝ DƻŜŘŜ όнллрΣ ǇΦмноύ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ  
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 The financial changes of the 1930s are often interpreted as 

containing submission, prohibition and regulation of financial practices. 

It is assumed to be a period of the political defeat financial interests, 

signifying an end to the freedom of financial capitalism. 

De Goede, however, argues that the main purpose of these two regulations was not to 

ƭƛƳƛǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳƛǎŜ ƛǘΦ {ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǿƘƛƭŜ 

financial practices have been profoundly and openly contested in the previous decades, 

the regulatory efforts of the 1930s made poǎǎƛōƭŜ ŀ ŘŜǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦέ  

(2005, p.124) Like crises before, the Great Depression served as a point to legitimise 

financial markets through new sets of rules. While intending to keep speculation and the 

misfiring of markets under control, these rules ultimately enabled finance to continue 

along its destructive course, as would become clear through the myriad of crises which 

would rock global finance in the second half of the 20th and into the 21st century. 

The Birth of Responsible Capitalism 

In the wake of the Great Depression, throughout the Second World War and beyond, 

proponents of free market beliefs were quick to adapt some of the critique of markets 

back into their justification. One example of this was the birth of the magazine Fortune in 

1930. Michael Augspurger (2004) describes the genesis of Fortune as exactly having the 

function of re-establishing trust shaken by the Great Depression. Augspurger (2004) 

defines the ethos of Fortune ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфолǎ ŀǎ άŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳέΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΩs 

express ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ άΩǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ be called the 

ŜǘƘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ Χ ώ¢ϐƘŜ ƭƛƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴǘƭŜƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ-

ƎǊǳōōŜǊΣ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛǊǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴέ όFortune (1930) quoted 

in Augspurger 2004 p.23). The magazine specifically tried to evoke the άheroicέ aspects 

of business and cultivate άgentlemanly virtuesέ. 

Corporate liberalism used the same kind of demarcation process utilized in the past 

centuries. The assumption that it is possible to separate the άmoney-grubberέ from the 

άgentlemanέ implies that it is actually individuals who are at the root of either financial 
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problems or prosperity. Through this distinction it became possible to see corporations 

as contributing to the good of society. The heroic ideas of capitalism went hand in hand 

with ideas of reforming society through benevolent social reform, through the powers of 

industrialists using their fortunes to control and thereby morally better the lives of their 

workforce (McGoey 2016). 

As Keynesian economics aimed to regulate economies and put boundaries on capitalism, 

proponents of financial markets had an interest in representing these markets as 

productively making the world better. Keynes (2016) had argued that financial markets, 

while being important for economic growth, needed to be regulated and controlled. 

Keynesian economics was in no way hostile to financial markets in themselves. But it did 

recognize that they are dangerous and potentially destructive (Keynes 2016). This was 

reflected in the way investing was marketed at the time. Rob Aitken (2003) argues that 

the marketing campaigns in the first half of the 20th century constructed finance as the 

centre of national and economic life. It promoted investing as a viable option for everyone 

in society to participate in. Aitken (2005) aǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ άƳŀǎǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ ǿŀǎ 

explicitly furthered by financial institutions in the forms of advertising campaigns which 

were meant to entice individuals to invest. This call to join financial markets was framed 

explicitly as patriotic and as a form of contributing to society. This narrative lay the 

grounds for what would later become the idea that investing in stocks was an expression 

of democracy.  In an ad campaign for the New York Stock Exchange in 1947, the stock 

exchange was pictured with hands holding ballot slips and the slogan, έ²ƘŜǊŜ ¢ƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ 

±ƻǘŜ 9ǾŜǊȅ 5ŀȅέΦ Lƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǎƘŀǊŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦{ WǳƭƛŜǘ Ott 

(2011) argues that this idea actually predated Keynesianism, becoming increasingly 

popular in the USA in the 1920s as a result of post-war sentiments which rejected state-

control over economic instruments. Those supporting the idea of a shareholder 

democracy argued that everyone should own stock, and that stock ownership bestowed 

commitment and virtue on the individual (see also Harrington 2008).  

 



66 

 

Democracy and Finance  

In the second half of the 20th century there was a steep rise in stock market participation, 

especially in the USA. While only 1% of the adult population owned stock in the USA 

around 1900, and 4% by 1952, by the end of the century half of the countrȅΩǎ adult 

population were stock owners (Harrington 2008). This time of economic expansion saw 

ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ŀƴ άƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊ ŎƭŀǎǎέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƭŜŘ ƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǳōŜǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƳ ȅŜŀǊǎ 

in the 1980s and 1990s.  

What happened in those decades to make finance move from a naturalised but 

marginalised position to dominate other spheres of life? In the UK the expansion of stock 

ownership was closely connected to privatisation and the rise of neo-liberalism. In order 

for people to accept neoliberal reform they had to be convinced that there was 

something in it for them. It is in this context that financialisation becomes an important 

concept. The term financialisation is used to describe the development that societies 

globally have undergone since roughly the 1970s in which finance has come to shape ever 

more of society (Davis and Walsh 2016, Pally 2007). 

 Financialization is a process whereby financial markets, financial 

institutions, and financial elites gain greater influence over economic 

policy and economic outcomes. Financialization transforms the 

functioning of economic systems at both the macro and micro levels 

(Tally 2007:2) 

A result of this was ǘƘŜ άōǊƻŀŘŜƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŜǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘo the capital market for 

ordinary, moderate ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎέ (Erturk et al. 2007, p. 554). 

¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ 

markets: while in the past people had had to make an active decision to get involved in 

stock markets, now financial institutions were thrust upon them through pensions and 

saving funds. One way to deal with financialisation was to encourage participation in 

financial markets and frame this as a  shareholder democracy, in which participation in 

markets was seen as holding control over society. The idea of a shareholder democracy 

was one ideological discourse accompanying Austrian School and Chicago School 

economics. Both Hayek (1948) and Friedman (1962) argued that states should be 
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ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǊŜŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ Ŏŀƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘƭȅ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ was 

to ensure the markets can work without interference. Friedman in particularly argued 

that economic freedom was a prerequisite to political freedom as well as enabling other 

kinds of freedom. It is through the relationship between economic and other kind of 

freedoms that the idea of shareholder democracy makes sense as a way to support the 

idea that economic participation equals political power. Discourses of mass investment 

culture emerged as a way to justify this subjugation of the world to the market. As long 

as people could be convinced that they had a stake in markets, they were less likely to 

protest the impoverishment of all other spheres of life. There is research indicating that 

despite fact that financial markets significantly contribute to inequality in society, actually 

owning stock makes people more accepting of the system as a whole (Russell Sage 

Foundation 2010).  

While stock ownership might make people more accepting, it is important to point out 

that significant stock ownership remains relatively low across the world. In the USA stock 

ownership rose continually up to 2002 where it peaked at 53% after sinking back down 

to 46% in 2010. For stock ownership of $25 000 or more the peak in 2002 was 26% with 

number falling down to 21% in 2010 (Wolff 2017: 285). This means that even as the ideas 

of shareholder democracy were spreading and developing, the actual control exerted by 

a majority of people remained relatively minor. The discrepancy of stock ownership 

becomes even clearer when looking at the percentile at stock owned with the top 1% 

wealthiest people owning 33,5 of all stock and the top 20% owning 89,3% of all stocks in 

2010. (Wolff 2017: 387)  

Convincing people that they had a stake in financial capitalism became increasingly 

important in the 20th century in order to push through what is generally referred to as 

ǘƘŜ άŘŜǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ άŘŜǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ŀ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

public assets and, for many people, a significant loss of welfare provisions. The way to 

create loyalty to a system that effectively disadvantaged and inconvenienced many, was 

ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǎǘŀƪŜ ƛƴ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΦ  

Χ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŎǊŜŘƻ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊld 

through the eyes of an investor ς ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƛƎƘǘƛŜǎΣ 
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newspapers began firing their labor reporters, but ordinary TV news 

reports came to be accompanied by crawls at the bottom of the screen 

displaying the latest stock quotes. The common cant was that through 

participation in personal retirement funds and investment funds of one 

sort or another everyone would come to own a piece of capitalism 

(Graeber 2015, p. 20). 

The mass participation of private investors thus became a way to justify all aspects of the 

market (Frank 2000).  Interpretations of this trend differed, however.  In the United States 

some argued that widespread stock ownership signified a new area. Drucker (1979) 

argued that  

In term of socialist theory, the employees of America are the only 

ǘǊǳŜ ΨƻǿƴŜǊǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜƴǎƛƻƴ ŦǳƴŘǎ 

ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǘǊǳŜ ΨŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΣ ƻǿƴƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ΨŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŦǳƴŘΦΩ ¢ƘŜ ΨƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩ, that 

ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ώΧϐ ƛǎ ōŜing run for the benefit of the 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΦέ ό5ǊǳŎƪŜǊ мфтфΣ ǇǇΦ н-3) 

5ǊǳŎƪŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎƳΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ 

were very keen on showing that shareholding was a meaningful form of ownership. 

Harem (2001) ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭΣ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎΩ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜ 

capital could then be used to legitimate the denial of democracy commanded by 

ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΦέ !ǎ discussed in the introduction, neoliberal thinking, as 

based on the work of Hayek, sees democracy as less important than enabling decision 

being made through the market. By making everyone a shareholder and thereby giving 

them at least a symbolic stake in society, the withdrawal of actual democratic rights could 

be masked.  
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Revisiting Lady Credit 

The ultimate proof of the integrative democratic powers of the twentieth-century 

financial markets lay in the integration of a previously excluded, or at least discouraged, 

group: women. Among the different investment guides in the late 1900s and early 2000s 

there were many marketed directly at women. These guides changed throughout time 

and continue to change up until today. Some of the investment guides drew specifically 

on feminist liǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΦ Lƴ ƘŜǊ ƎǳƛŘŜ ά[ƻǾŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 9ƴƻǳƎƘέ aŜǊǊȅƴ Somerset Webb (2007, 

p.7) writes  

Back in the 1970s feminists got very worked up about the ongoing 

passivity among women when it came to money. We could cope with 

going out into the workplace and making the ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎΚ όΧύ 

In the 1970s we thought all those things should be dealt with by men. 

But the really absurd thing is that 30-odd years on nothing has changed: 

many of us ς in our heart of hearts ς still do. 

As I have shown in the writing about Lady Credit, the exclusion of women from financial 

markets was not a naturally occurring phenomenon and certainly not due to women 

ōŜƭƛŜǾƛƴƎ ƳŜƴ άǎƘƻǳƭŘέ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ wŀǘƘŜǊ, women were systematically excluded 

based on arguments that they were too irrational and uncontrollable to be responsible 

investors. It is easy to see why this more straightforward narrative is appealing. By 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ, the solution can also 

ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƳƛƴŘǎŜǘΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ƛǎ ǘƘǳǎ 

presented as empowering, as achieving the liberation and equality that feminism sought. 

The catch, of course, is that the way that investment guides proposed this be achieved 

was though purely personal means.  

²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƻƭƛŘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мффлǎΦ hƴƭȅΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мтнлǎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ 

as the cause of the financial bubble and market volatility more generally, now the 

involvement of women came to signify the exact opposite. Different guides were 

produced that were marketed specifically at women. Adrienne Roberts (2015a) identifies 

άǘǊŀƴǎƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ άǘǊƻǇŜέ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ 
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ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ άŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊƛŀƭ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘǊƻǇŜ ǎŜŜǎ ǘƘŜ άŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘέ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ 

central factor in global economic development. The first part of this argument is that 

becoming more deeply embedded in financial markets was a way for them to be 

άŜƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘέΣ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ lives. This financial empowerment is 

delinked from questions of broader social issues, like inequality or injustice. Centrally, this 

empowerment is not an end in itself. Rather, getting women more involved in financial 

markets is seen as important for the working of the economy as a whole. Women are 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ άsaviorsέ ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎ based on their innate feminine qualities, through 

being more nurturing, even-headed and risk-averse than men. Proponents of 

transnational business feminism argue that including more women into financial markets 

will not just empower them personally, but also make markets more reliable and stable 

(Roberts 2015b). 

The inversion of the 18th century discourse, which saw the exclusion of women as 

necessary to stabilise financial markets, tells us something about both the attitudes 

towards investing and towards gender equality. On the one hand, including women in 

stock markets made it possible to offer up the previously elitist, hyper-masculine, socially 

exclusionary nature of financial markets as a reason for the harm it produced. On the 

other hand, it de-radicalised and tamed feminist discourses. Importantly, while the 18th 

century argument saw the cause of market volatility as too many women on markets, the 

21st century discourse saw too few women on financial markets as the problem. While it 

may seem that the second discourse is the opposite of the first discourse, this is only half 

of the truth. While they disagree on whether men or women are more responsible 

investors, they agree that the cause for financial instability is that there are too many 

people of the wrong gender on financial markets. Both of these discourses are thus based 

on the fundamental assumption that it is the character and personal morality of those 

who invest in stock markets which determines if markets are safe or not.  

Dotcom Bubble  

The mass investment culture that developed through financialisation and 

democratisation in turn impacted the way stock markets worked. Nowhere was this 

clearer than in the dot-com bubble at the turn of the 20th century. Investing took a turn 
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for the manic in the 1990s. This time saw the growth and bursting of the first dot-com 

bubble. Another important development in the late 1990s was the Internet, due to all its 

different avenues for information and advertising. Matthew Crain (2014) argues that in 

the lead-up to the dot-com bubble in 2000, the boom in web-related stocks and the 

developing online advertising sector reinforced each other, thereby transforming both 

the internet and the nature of the companies the stocks belonged to. Advertising, Crain 

ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ άƪŜȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ǿŜŀǇƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ǿƛƴ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΣ 

but also to win in the financial markets by attracting essential risk capital7Φέ όǇΦотпύ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

was achieved through extensive marketing campaigns, which came to make up a 

sƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜΦ tŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜ 

on growth, rather than on profitability. What exactly growth meant was flexible. It could 

mean more staff, more real estate, ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ as long as a company seemed 

to be growing and there was something to put in a marketing campaign.  

What is new here is not necessarily that advertisers would inflate the public perception 

of a company. Looking back at the very beginnings of stock markets we can see similar 

cƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǾŀƭǳŜΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻŎƪ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΩ 

history this idea that markets disrupt the connection between what something is worth 

and what it can be sold for had been a cause of concern. In early modernity the issue was 

resolved though stating that players in the stock market were honourable. Victorians 

tried to explain the problem away through affirming the rationality of markets and their 

scientific nature. What is radically new in the late 20th century is that stock market 

proponents now embraced the separation of use and exchange value, arguing that it was 

the latter that should influence the former.  

One thing that made the dotcom bubble possible was that the hype which led to shares 

being overpriced became itself commodified and turned in a metaphorical currency. Nigel 

Thrift writes about how the new currency of success was measured not in market share 

ōǳǘ ƛƴ άƳƛƴŘ ǎƘŀǊŜέΦ aƛƴŘ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘǎ ŀ 

product. By increasing a cƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ άƳƛƴŘ ǎƘŀǊŜέ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎƛƴƎ ŦƛǊƳǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ 

the illusion of success, which in turn made it seem more likely that a firm actually would 

 
7 ΨRƛǎƪ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩ ƛǎ ŀ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ speculative form of short-term investment.  (P.372 Crain 2014) 
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succeed. This growth in marketing was also at least partly related to growing consumer 

choice. As more and more people became shareholders, marketing at them aggressively 

ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΩǎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ (Thrift 2001).  

Investing in the 1990s was increasingly becoming a form of self-expression. The increased 

choice of different investment products was portrayed as a way of developing  ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

personality. On the market level one thing that supported this was individual marketing 

of funds. Advertisers sold their funds by arguing that owning a fund meant that the 

shareholders own some part of a company they had shares of. While this is technically 

true, the actual control that a small shareholder had was diminishingly small. Rather, 

ownership of a stock served as self-ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŜǊ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ 

values and personality. It was within this context that green funds became important 

(Harmes 2001; Harrington 2008).  For those concerned with the negative influences of 

financial markets, green or ethical funds gave investors the chance to take part in markets 

while expressing their ethical beliefs.  

Financialisation and Financial Literacy Education  

!ǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŜƴŎǊƻŀŎƘŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ lives it became 

increasingly important for people to learn how to invest. The development of investment 

culture came with a withdrawal of collective welfare provisions.  

!ƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ personal finances became increasingly dependent on the stock market. 

The clearest example of this was the switch of defined outcome to defined contribution 

pensions. One of the main ways that the general public became involved in financial 

markets was through changes to pensions. In the late 1980s and 1990s millions of workers 

ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻŎƪ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ-

ōŜƴŜŦƛǘΩ ǘƻ ΨŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ-ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΩ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΦ Harmes (2001) argues that this inclusion of 

workers contributed to the hegemonic dominance of financial capitalism. By giving them 

a stake in financial markets, άƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎέ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ into their lives.  

 The effect of the democratisation of finance was to individualise the risk involved in 

markets. It is thereby extremely consistent with the neoliberal discourse of 
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responsibilisation (Pyysiäinen et al. 2017). Creating a shareholder democracy was a way 

to plaster over the crumbling of actual democracy. As the welfare state retreated and 

traditional provisions disappeared, focusing on investing made it possible to hide the 

damages caused by neoliberalism. Getting people to understand themselves as 

shareholders, rather than as citizens, made it less likely that they would organise and 

demand that risk be addressed on a political level. 

On an ideological level these changes to society were justified with the argument that 

they gave investors agency and autonomy. Investing was also presented as an activity 

that would be fun. The Economist in 1995 was all enthǳǎƛŀǎƳ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎΥ ά.ŜǎƛŘŜǎ 

reaping the material rewards that come with greater choice and higher returns, many 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǊŜƳŜƴŘƻǳǎ Ŧǳƴέ 

(quoted in Harmes 2001, no page number).  

But whether it was fun for them or not, investing became inevitable for people. 

Furthermore, with investing absolutely naturalized, the skills that came with it came to 

be equally naturalized. Chris Clarke (2015) argues that much of the financial literacy 

education (FLE) that rose to prominence with this financialisaton of everyday life is highly 

problematic. He focuses particularly on the use of άresilienceέ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ ά/ǊǳŎƛŀƭƭȅΣ 

the way in which resilience talk presents financial regulations as a natural part of life 

ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŀōƭŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΦ άLǘ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ǘƻ 

naturalise and individualise financial market relations. While at the same time tending to 

ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜǎέ ό/ƭŀǊƪŜ нлмрΥ нсс-268). 

Clarke (2015) argues that although attempts to instill financial literacy were not new to 

the early 21st century, there was a new quality to them in terms of including resilience 

into them. Learning to play the rules of the market is not enough. While earlier financial 

advice had implied that an investor could learn to work the intricate mechanisms of the 

rational financial markets if they followed specific rules, this new form of financial 

investing acknowledged that making wise choices might still not lead to a fair outcome. 

But instead of using this to question the very rules of markets, resilience was used as a 

way to make guarding against the irrationality of the market a personal responsibility. As 

it became clearer that making the right decisions would not necessarily lead to the best 
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outcome, this knowledge itself was integrated into the ideology of financial education. 

By talking about resilience in this context, attention was taken away from the inherent 

irrationality of financial markets as a structural problem and it was rephrased as a natural 

Ǌƛǎƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƎǳŀǊŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎt.  

3.3 Summary  

Throughout this and the last chapter I have explored research that investigates the way 

challenges to financial marketǎΩ legitimacy have been countered and neutralised.  

At the beginning of Chapter 2: Genealogy of Financial Markets I, I discussed what I call 

the evolutionary account of finance. This account is common within traditional or (neo)-

classical economic theory. In this account the development of financial markets was a 

natural and necessary process. In contrast to this account, and foƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŘŜ DƻŜŘŜΩǎ 

(2005) call for a genealogy of finance, I wrote about the importance of re-examining the 

history of financial markets and their place in society.  

The first part of this history started in the late 17th century when the formalisation of 

markets made them a constant and influential aspect of European society and (though 

their connection to colonialism) indeed the world. At that time many critics were worried 

about the workings and the impact of financial markets, for example the system of 

perpetual growth they symbolised, the influence they had on political events such as 

outcomes of war, and the fact that the markets themselves enabled the mixing of social 

classes and economic activity of women.  

Proponents of financial markets focused on the third of these concerns and projected 

their fears about potentially destructive aspects onto individuals who they deemed 

unsafe to be participating in money markets. This division between virtuous and 

dangerous individuals also expressed itself in the way that different forms of investing, 

gambling and speculation were defined in relation to one another. Rationality, gendered 

as male, was used to justify financial markets and make them seem safe, while at the 

same time excluding women.  
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In the next part I looked at how throughout the 19th century rationality was further used 

to justify financial markets by connecting investing with science. In this context financial 

advice publications that enabled people to take part in financial markets became popular. 

They also helped communicate heuristic frameworks about what was considered 

knowledge about markets. At the same time that the idea was being promoted that 

markets were rational and followed specific rules which could be learned through 

discipline, further moves were made to distinguish honourable from dishonourable forms 

of investing, this time specifically around class boundaries. Next, I looked at how a row of 

banking scandals led to the establishment of limited liability laws and their impact on 

investing culture.  

Finally, in the part just preceding this summary, I described how in the 20th century 

financial markets were connected to ideas of democracy and freedom. I looked 

specifically at how ideas of investing are connected to those of gender equality, thereby 

justifying these markets through their inclusivity. Within the context of financialisation, 

this meant the spread of finance into areas of life not traditionally subject to financial 

markets. Within this context I discuss the development of mass investment culture and 

financial literacy education. In particular, I am interested in the way that the concept of 

resilience normalised the idea of market failure while shifting responsibility for losses 

onto individuals.  

 

One recurring theme through these last two chapters has been the role of crisis in 

changing attitudes and justification strategies around markets. In the aftermath of crises 

ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ tǊŜŘŀ όнллфύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ άǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ōȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŀōƭŜ 

ŘƛǎǎŜƴǘέ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎǊƛǎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

moral scaffolding which justifies financial markets. In the following I will turn my attention 

to material from financial advice publications from 2012-2013 in an aim to understand 

how moral justifications of financial markets are represented in them.  

The next chapter describes the methods and research process of this thesis. I write about 

how I chose the financial advice publications I studied and give a brief introduction into 

each of them. Then I describe my research process, showing how I have used and applied 
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methods from discourse and thematic analysis. Finally, I situate my research within the 

personal and the political circumstances in which it was written. I write about the multiple 

and interconnected crises of the 7 years it took to complete this thesis as well as how my 

own experiences of mental illness and disability have shaped my research questions.  
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4 Methods  

4.1 Virtue ς Rationality- Democracy 

In Chapters 2 and 3 of this thesis I have traced moral justifications of financial markets 

over the course of three centuries. During this time, three separate but related 

justification narratives emerged in public discourse: that markets can be safe as long as 

only honourable people engage in them; that markets can be made safe through 

discipline and rationality; and, finally, that financial markets are an expression of 

democracy and everyone has a right to participate in them. In using a genealogical 

approach to finance, I have aimed at disrupting the history of finance and the free market 

as it is told by neoclassical economics, this being seen as a sequence of inevitable events 

that constitute progress and represent a linear development of knowledge. It is 

significant that these narratives are both moral and empirical in nature: they include both 

statements on what is morally right and wrong and statements on how the world works. 

!ƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ άŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ōȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŀōƭŜ 

ŘƛǎǎŜƴǘέ όtǊŜŘŀ нллфύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ and institutions who feel 

targeted when the legitimacy of financial markets is challenged repeatedly try to 

integrate part of the criticism into their moral justification. Crises have often constituted 

turning points in this development. The research in the subsequent three chapters was 

undertaken in the aftermath of another financial crisis, that of 2008/2009. This crisis 

prompted the inevitable question as to what moral narratives were now being used to 

justify free market beliefs in the wake of what was at that point the longest period of 

economic downturn since the Great Depression. 

In the main part of this study, I look for moral narratives in contemporary8  financial advice 

literature published between 2012 and 2013. My research questions are 

 
8 I use contemporary in a somewhat flexible sense here. I started this study in October 2013 and the 

material used in the study is from 2012 to 2013. This thesis will be submitted in 2021, meaning that the 
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1. What moral norms are constructed in financial publications? 

2. What concept of morality underlies these norms?  

3. How do financial advice publications legitimise investing as a meaningful activity? 

What role does morality play in this? 

4. How do the publications make sense of the harms caused by financial practices? 

Specifically, how do they make sense of harms caused by stock companies? 

 

I explore these research question within a corpus of 478 articles from across 7 different 

financial advice publications. The research developed in an iterative process, in which 

sampling techniques and analysis of the data were developed in relation to one another, 

as well as to theories and ideas drawn from the historical genealogy chapters. While the 

publications themselves were purposefully chosen by me (I elaborate on this further in 

the next section of this chapter), the articles were chosen from a mix of random and 

theory lead sampling. 

The overall research strategy of this thesis can best be described as a mix of theory led 

and empirically led. My interest in the field of financial advice publication stems from an 

interest in theories relating to the relationship between moral beliefs and economic 

systems. However, there is no specific thesis or hypothesis I was testing in my exploration, 

and I let myself be led by the results as they emerged. The mix of approaches here can 

maybe best we described as a form of bounded empiricism, where I have used my 

theoretical grounding to guide the selection of material, but then have aimed to be as 

open as possible in generating codes and analytical categories to understand my data. 

Through this mix off approaches I have managed to produce results that are relevant to 

my theoretical interest while keeping open to the data unfolding in unexpected ways.  

In this chapter I write about how I developed my data collection and analysis guided by 

my research questions. I give a detailed description of the research process and how I 

collected and analysed my data, including an overview of the publications I used. Finally, 

 
material analysed is hardly contemporary anymore. I discuss the effect of doing the PhD over such a 

long time later in this chapter. 
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in the last part of this section I reflect on how my own personal history and my life outside 

of the PhD and have impacted my research and how I have aimed to limit the impact of 

my own biases on the research project. 

4.2 Publications Corpus  

This study is an analysis of financial advice publications available in the UK between 2012 

and 2013. I used purposive sampling in choosing the publications to include in my study.  

I chose these publications for my study because I believe them to be a suitable source for 

studying everyday justifications of financial markets. Published material that provides 

investment advice to individuals is a suitable place to study these justifications since it by 

ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻŎƪ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΦ   

In my choice of research material my criteria for inclusion were fairly broad. The only 

criteria the publications were required to fulfil was that they had to give investment 

advice to private investors or focus on business news, and that they had to be easily 

accessible in the UK. Within these constraints I tried to pick a sample that encompassed 

as much scope as possible in terms of readership and political leaning. The exact 

publications included were chosen as the research went along and other forms of media 

and publications were considered. I started with Investors Chronicle and MoneyWeek 

originally because these were the two publications that were most prominent in the 

category of financial advice publications in the UK by the Auditory Bureau of Circulation 

(ABC) at the time. I went for the publications that seemed focused most directly on 

specific investment advice, rather than more general news publications.  After the pilot 

study I expanded my sample to include more publications, based on what I thought was 

missing in my sample and based on wide readership. There were other publications and 

media I considered including in my sample. Most notably, there are a number of free and 

non-free newsletters and other subscription-based products being sold through 

MoneyWeek and The Daily Reckoning. I subscribed to all the free publications I could find 

and monitored them for two months. I did not find anything that diverged from the 
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material in the sampled publications significantly and therefor did not include this 

material.  

There are also a number of other publications I considered using. Most importantly I 

considered using web-based or social media based investment advice. Doing this would 

have likely yielded some different results and I would be fascinated to see if the analytical 

framework developed in analysis of my data can be fruitfully applied to these forms of 

media. In the course of choosing the publications I did find the content roughly consistent 

with the material I did include in the study.  The publications included in the study were: 

Investors Chronicle (IC) 

Together with MoneyWeek, Investors Chronicle was the first investment advice 

publication that caught my attention. IC is a weekly magazine that offers advice on the 

UK stock market.  IC first appeared under the title Money Market Review in 1860 (The 

Guardian 2002).  It is owned by the Financial Times group and in 2013 its print edition 

had an average circulation of 26,938. Of these, about 20,600 were subscriptions. Despite 

ƛǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΣ L/ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ άƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭέ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

read by other financial journalists and investors with significant net worth (Hodgson 

2002). This assertion is further supported by numbers from a readership survey 

conducted by IC itself in 2013. The 1,125 respondents of the study reported having an 

average net worth of just over £1,000,000 and an investment portfolio of £789,402.  71% 

reported being director/owner/CEO/senior manager of a company (Investors Chronicle 

2016 [1])9.  

 
9 It is hard to judge how meaningful those numbers are, since they are taken from a site which is targeted 

at possible advertisers. Combined with the fact that I have no access to any of the data used in this 

survey or the methods by which they were collected, it is hard to say how much the numbers were 

tweaked to make them more appealing to prospective advertisers. Since most of the advertising on IC 

is for stocks and funds, IC would have an interest in portraying their readership as particularly wealthy. 

However, insofar as these are statistics generated by IC in order to optimise their own sales there is 

some incentive for IC to have generated inaccurate data.  
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Investors Chronicle does not have an explicit political stance and is very focused on 

articles about stocks and investing as well as some broader analysis of the financial 

market.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

MoneyWeek (MW) 

MoneyWeek has a print and an online version. They are both registered with the Audited 

Bureau of Circulations (ABC), according to which MoneyWeekΩǎ ǇǊƛƴǘ ŜŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ 

this sample was taken had an average circulation rate of 52,027 per issue. Of these about 

50,500 are subscriptions and 1000 are sold on newsstands (ABC 2013). 

MoneyWeek was launched in 2000 as an offshoot of the magazine The Week at which 

time it was owned by Dennis Publishing (McNally 2000). In 2002 MoneyWeek was sold to 

an American publisher, Agora Inc.  With this move, MoneyWeek has become part of a 

whole row of products published by Agora that give advice of one kind or another. These 

products focus primarily on financial and health advice. (Agora 2016) [1]. MoneyWeek is 

thus very closely conƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƭƛƴŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άLaissez Fair BooksέΣ ŀ άƻƴŜ-

ǎǘƻǇ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǇ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀƴέ ό!ƎƻǊŀ tǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ нлмсύ.  

MoneyWeek describes its own purpose as follows:  

Here at MoneyWeek, our aim is simple: to give you intelligent and 

enjoyable commentary on the most important financial stories of the 

week, and tell you how to profit from them. (MoneyWeek 2016) 

Figure 4 Investors Chronicle Sample Covers 
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In addition to print products, MoneyWeek offers a number of electronic newsletters. 

While I have not systematically sampled from these newsletters, I drew on them 

occasionally in the later stages of my research. The newsletters and free emails are 

remarkable in themselves, too, since they tend to be marketed in quite strong terms and 

they advertise publications that actually contradict each other. Thus, MoneyWeek 

subscribers receive a whole range of similar newsletters that can offer widely 

ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŀŘǾƛŎŜΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ 5ƛǾƛŘŜƴŘ [ŜǘǘŜǊέ ǇǊƻƳƛǎes subscribers it will tell 

ǘƘŜƳ άǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ώǘƘŜƳϐ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ Ŝŀǎȅ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊ ƭƛŦŜέ όMoneyWeek 2016 

ώнϐύΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ά/ŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴŦƭƛŎǘέ ƛǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘŜŘ ŀǘ άŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƻǊǊƛŜŘ ώǘƘŀǘϐ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ 

ƛǎ ŀ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ƛƭƭǳǎƛƻƴέ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǊŜŀŘŜrs advice on the only assets that will 

keep them safe from certain ruin (Capital and Conflict 2016 [3]).  The current editor-in-

chief of MoneyWeek is Merryn Somerset Webb, who also writes for the Financial Times 

(Financial Times. 2016b). 

 

The Daily Reckoning (DR) 

The Daily Reckoning is a financial advice newsletter and blog founded by Addison Wiggin 

and Bill Bonner, the owner of the publishing house that publishes MoneyWeek.  The Daily 

Reckoning ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ мффф ŀƴŘ ƛǎ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘent financial 

ŦƻǊŜŎŀǎǘƛƴƎέ ό²ƛƎƎƛƴ нлмсύΦ  L ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ The Daily Reckoning in my sample because it is 

regularly advertised in MoneyWeek.  

Figure 5 MoneyWeek Sample Covers 
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The blog features a large number of authors; at the time of writing, 110 writers are listed 

on the site. Next to Wiggin and Bonner themselves the authors include some well-known 

names such as Steve Forbes, the owner of Forbes, Ron Paul, Murray Rothbard, Alan 

DǊŜŜƴǎǇŀƴ όǿƘƻ ƛǎ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ǘǿƛŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΣ ƻƴŎŜ ŀǎ άhƭŘ !ƭŀƴ DǊŜŜƴǎǇŀƴέΣ ƻƴŎŜ 

ŀǎ ά¸ƻǳƴƎ !ƭŀƴ DǊŜŜƴǎǇŀƴέύ and Howard Buffet, the son of Warren Buffet. Of the 110 

authors, 99 are white and male10. Six are non-white males and five are white females.  

The Daily Reckoning markets itself as a libertarian blog and sports a special section on 

άǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƭƛōŜǊǘȅέ ŀƭƻƴgside sections on investment in different sectors. These libertarian 

values are further developed in various books written by Bonner and Wiggin.  .ƻƴƴŜǊΩǎ 

2011 book Dice Have No Memory: Big, Best and Bad Economics from Paris to Pampas 

elaborates on some of the investment tactics developed on the blog.  

 

Figure 6 Screenshots taken from The Daily Reckoning homepage 2013 

Forbes (Forb) 

Forbes was included in the sample because the Forbes website is accessed frequently 

from the UK. In 2016, when I first investigated the background of Forbes, Forbes.com was 

the 155th most visited website in the UK (Alexa.com 2016).  Forbes is an American 

publication founded it 1917 and published every second week.  

 
10 L Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ōȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ άŀǳǘƘƻǊǎέ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƭƻƎΦ L ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ 

race from their name and author pictures, which I realize is not the most accurate way of doing so. But 

even if I misidentified any ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ƻǊ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦŀǊ ƻŦŦΦ  
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Forbes is wider in its reach than IC or MW and includes business related topics other than 

investing. I might have been stretching my original research question by including Forbes, 

since it is probable that its UK readers have interests other than concrete investment 

advice. (One search term that often leads to the Forbes ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ƛǎ άƛƴǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǉǳƻǘŜέ 

(Alexa.com 2016). However, I felt it important to include Forbes since it represents 

another form and style of a ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

stock market.  

Forbes is known widely for its lists of people (most powerful people, richest people, etc) 

and the individuals topping those lists are often the subjects of other media reports.  

Researching other news media reporting on Forbes, I found countless articles 

commenting on who won which list. Forbes has clear connections to formal politics with 

its owner, Steve Forbes, twice attempting to run for US president for the Republican Party 

(Robinson 2006). Steve Forbes sees his magazine as a tool to further his political 

ŎƻƴǾƛŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ά¢ƘŜ /ŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ¢ƻƻƭέ όwŜƛŎƘ нлмоύΦ {ƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ 

more bluntly, the Urban Dictionary defines the function of Forbes as:  

[p]orn for rich people. An industry magazine where the bourgeoisie 

elite compare gross figures and share ideas on how to further oppress 

the proletariat. Often used as a cutting board for cocaine, or rolled up 

and used to beat the Hispanic maid when she breaks something 

expensive (Chubster 2013). 

 This informal definition implies that the main function of Forbes is to celebrate extreme 

wealth and other expressions of capitalism. The idea that it could be equated with porn 

implies that there is something sexual and arousing in these depictions of wealth.   

Forbes is certainly the flashiest magazine in my sample. At 108 pages in length, it is bound 

like a book with the title printed on the spine, its publishers obviously confident that 

readers will want to collect, keep and index their copies. 
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Figure 7 Sample Covers of Forbes 

 

Fortune (Fort) 

Fortune is an American publication founded in 1930 and is owned by Time Inc. It was 

launched just four months after the Wall Street Crash of 1929. The European version of 

Fortune has an average circulation of 101,479, of which 77.5% are sold in the UK/ROI. 

(This compares to a circulation of 846,965 for the US-edition). 

About 50,000 copies are sold through subscription in the UK and 5,000 are single copy 

sales. Most interestingly, 22,700 are sold through regular bulk sales. Regular bulk sales 

occur when hotels, airlines, etc. buy multiple copies to distribute to their customers. A 

further 23,200 copies are given away in monitored free distribution. This means that only 

about 55% of the magazines in circulation at any given time are actually consciously 

bought by readers. 

Like Forbes, Fortune has a thing for lists, and it publishes some that are very similar to 

CƻǊōŜǎΩ lists, such as the Fortune500 list. It does also publish some lists that imply a slightly 

more socially aware attitude, such as the best companies to work for or companies that 

are changing the world for the better. The lists also focus on individual achievement and 

tell stories of success based on individual values.  

Most of Fortune is taken up with business news. There are also some sections on stock 

advice and a lifestyle section that guides the reader through luxury items they might buy. 

The thing that stands out about Fortune, though, is their coverage of social and political 
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issues. The reason I chose to include Fortune in this study is that Fortune has been 

credited with publishing articles predicting the 2008 financial crisis as early as 1994 (Rush 

2013).  Similarly, there are a few historical analyses that credit Fortune with shaping the 

identity of American business in the 1930s (Reilly 1999; Augspurger 2004).  

  

Figure 8 Sample Covers of Fortune 

 

Money Observer (MO) 

Of the print media I have included, Money Observer is the youngest of the publications 

selected. It was launched as the monthly financial supplement of centre-left The Observer 

newspaper in 1979. It now belongs to Moneywise publishing, who publish several 

different financial magazines (Money Observer 2016). 

While Money Observer is no longer officially related to The Observer, its name and the 

logo, which uses the same font as The Observer, imply a continuing connection between 

the two publications. I included Money Observer because I wanted a magazine that is 

connected to the political left rather than the political right. The magazine itself is fairly 

focused and consists of specific stock and investment advice and articles concerning 

investing or other financial issues.  

 

Financial Times (FT) 

The Financial Times has a special status within my data given that it is a daily newspaper 

that covers far wider ground than any other publication in my sample. Despite covering 




















































































































































































































































































































