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Buvard   “We must invest.” 

Pécuchet  “But we do that already, don‟t we?  We have bank accounts 

and….er…things.” 

B  “Yes of course we do, but that‟s not real investment.  Real 

investment is when you take control of things yourself, play the markets, take 

risks, get involved in the cut and thrust of finance.  Leaving money in the 

bank to earn some paltry rate of interest does no more than let some other 

fellow make the money.  No, we need stocks, shares, gilts, bonds, futures, 

derivatives and all the other things those proper city boys deal in.  That is the 

way forward.” 

 

So to learn about the markets they studied economics.  They learned that economies are 

systems for the circulation of money and goods, like blood and lymph in a body.  They 

learned that to flow properly, money needed to be helped through a system of gates and 

stops and pipes and valves that would hinder its passage if not held open in just the right 

way.  They particularly liked the Phillips financephalograph, a complicated looking 

machine of perspex and steel representing the economy as tanks of coloured liquids 

connected by pipes and valves.  Money flowed from Treasury tanks to public sector 

reservoirs along spending pipes and fiscal drains until, after careful manipulation, it came 

back again as liquid taxes.  
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B  “It all makes perfect sense.  If I turn this valve here, we can see 

exactly the way the economy works.  We will know for certain where to put 

our money for the greatest good and [sotto voce] at the least cost.” 

P  “But where are all the shares and bonds and things?” 

B  “Well, they are in a different sort of system, just like this one but in 

the private sector rather than the public.  Don‟t you see….?” 

P  “I do see, though I am not sure what would make that one flow.  

There‟s no government pumping the money around.  Is there?” 

B  “Ah no, but that‟s what makes it so special.  In the private system 

money flows because people like us steer it towards investment 

opportunities.” 

P  “And they are…..?” 

B  “Opportunities for profit my dear friend; ways of helping our money 

make even more money simply by moving it from tank to tank in the right 

ways along the right pipes.  Generally those pipes that don‟t lead back to the 

Treasury, if you catch my drift….” 

P  “Not exactly, no.” 

B  “Well, left to its own devices money grows naturally, organically.  It 

multiplies simply by being passed around from place to place, by investing in 

businesses that make things to sell, by helping people buy houses and cars 

and whatever else they need. All of these activities make more money and 

that spreads the profits around.  Money is creative.  The only thing that 

interrupts this process is when some of that circulating money leaves the 

system artificially – usually because it is taken as taxes.” 

P  “But we need taxes don‟t we…?” 

B  “Yes of course we do, but a balance needs to be struck.  We need 

enough to pay for health and education and roads and the Police and such 

like, because they all keep the country moving – keep it competitive.  But if 

we take too much, it starves the private economy – the creative one – of the 

money it needs to circulate to make the profits.  And while we‟re on the 

subject, if we take too much money from the people with the most money in 
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the system – the really creative ones, in other words, like us – then the whole 

system gets poorer.  And that helps no-one.  See what happens when I open 

this drain.” 

P  “Ooooh…” 

 

So they poured all their liquid funds into the system.  They tracked shares, bought bonds, 

took positions, called options, went long here and short there, swapped, hedged and 

spotted.  They watched CNN and Bloomberg, pored over screens, day traded, employed 

brokers, lawyers and consultants and bought all manner of assurances, insurances, 

reinsurances and endowments.  They developed balls of steel and had power breakfasts 

with Big Swinging Dicks.  They bought and applied sophisticated algorithms.  They 

traded in milliseconds to beat the ever-changing market.  They made money. 

 

B  “It‟s not enough!” 

P  “But, we‟re rich, aren‟t we?” 

B  “Yes, but not rich enough.  It‟s all very well to earn a lot, but we are 

operating on a small scale and we‟re still paying far too much tax.  The really 

creative stuff, the big money, is in a bigger and better system altogether.” 

P  “But where would that be?  I thought we knew where…” 

B  “Offshore!” 

P  “Where‟s that?” 

B  “Nowhere and everywhere.  Well, bits of it are in the Cayman 

Islands, the Bahamas, Jersey and places like that, but it doesn‟t really matter.  

Money can be anywhere we say it is.  We don‟t have to keep it here, in a 

system where the government can see it and tax it.  To be really creative, to 

unleash our full potential, we need to keep the money moving.” 

P  “But the machine….” 

B  “Too simple.  Plumbing and plastic – too static, too boring, not fluid 

enough.  The economy has grown too complex for that old thing.  Take a look 

at this.” 

P  “But that looks like…” 
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B  “Physics, yes.  Quantum theory to be precise or, (ha!) uncertain…” 

P   “What?” 

B   “You need to broaden you mind, my old friend.  Keep up with the 

times.  The old system of tanks and pipes worked because the system was 

closed.  Because of all our monetary creativity, however, markets are now 

open.  Global.” 

P   “So that means that anyone…” 

B   “Oh goodness me no, you can‟t just let any old fellow play the 

markets.  It needs a special kind of knowledge.  Your ordinary punter would 

get his fingers burnt very quickly.  Best left to the experts.” 

P   “The physicists, you mean?” 

B   “Well, they help with the theory, them and the engineers, but it‟s 

the new breed of bankers and the lawyers that make the markets work these 

days.” 

 P “But surely circulation‟s the same, just bigger?” 

B  “No, no, no.  The market now makes itself.  It has become self-

actualising, reflexive, postmodern.  Even the Marxists agree on this one!” 

P   “Erm…?” 

B  “Look, in the old days, money was mainly generated by trading in 

things people made – stuff, gadgets, cars, houses, shoes, food, whatever.  

Now, because all that was so successful, more and more money was created 

and started to generate new markets.  Nowadays those markets have become 

so sophisticated that most money is made from money itself.  All that stuff 

still goes on of course….er…somewhere, but the markets are no longer 

constrained by it.  Finance now deals in finance itself: in risk, probability, the 

future.  It‟s really all very exciting.” 

P   “And offshore?” 

B  “Well, just as we don‟t need to trade in real things any more, we 

don‟t need to trade in real places either.  It stands to reason that special types 

of money need special places to be traded.  Don‟t worry, the „old‟ economy 

still gets its taxes….just not from us.  We create the wealth to employ the 
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workers who do pay the taxes.  See?  Governments don‟t want to be bothered 

with the new finance anyway – it‟s too specialised for them and they‟d just 

get in the way.” 

P   “So it‟s all completely disconnected?” 

B  “No, not completely – money still flows between the systems – but 

finance is no longer dependent on old-style economies.  The markets now 

create themselves.” 

P   “But surely you can‟t just make it all up” 

B  “Why not?!  Look, I‟ll give you an example.  I want to bet on a 

particular stock movement.  In the old days I would buy the stock, wait for it 

to move up and then sell it at a profit, yes?” 

P   “Yes.” 

B  “Well, then we found a way to make money on falling stock too.  

Short-selling, you remember?” 

P   “The one where we borrow stock from someone, sell it at a 

particular price and then give it back to its owner once it has fallen below that 

price, keeping the difference.  Yes, I never really got that one, but I guess it 

worked…” 

B  “Indeed it did, but the point is that we don‟t even need to borrow the 

stock in the first place.” 

P   “You‟ve lost me.” 

B  “I can tell the markets I have borrowed the stock – or, at least intend 

to – sell the stock I don‟t own and haven‟t borrowed and „return‟ it to its 

actual owner (though they don‟t need to know this) and make a profit.  The 

markets are entirely virtual, you see.  We can do anything we want.” 

P   “You‟re making this up.” 

B  “No, I‟m not.  In fact we‟ve been doing it for months.  Didn‟t you 

know….?” 

P   “No….but how?” 

B  “Remember that hedge fund we put some money in to?  Well not 

only have they been making these lucrative trades for us, but as they are 
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registered in the Caymans and the funds pass through our Luxembourg 

accounts the tax man is none the wiser.” 

P   “Is that legal?” 

B  “Of course it is.  The Caymans are British!” 

P   “So its all a bit of a game then.” 

B  “It‟s always been a game, it‟s never been anything else.  The 

difference lies in how the game is played and who makes the rules.  What‟s 

happened over time is that the game has got bigger and more complicated, 

and different sets of rules apply to different players, that‟s all.” 

P   “So who wins?” 

B  “We all do!  Well, some more than others, obviously, but that‟s the 

nature of the game.” 

P   “But what if it all goes wrong?” 

B  “What could possibly go wrong?  Even if there was a….er….market 

correction, if things got a bit over-excited, the system would right itself soon 

enough.” 

P   “But I thought it wasn‟t a machine any more.” 

B  “No, it‟s not, but the money that keeps the various parts of the thing 

ticking is protected by lying elsewhere, outside the system.” 

P   “The different rules….?” 

B  “Precisely.  The real wealth – the creative money – obeys a different 

set of rules: it lies beyond the common law, beyond the interference of the 

state.” 

P   “But I thought we needed the state?” 

B  “Well, possibly, but not as much as the state needs us.” 

P   “How so?” 

B  “The state runs some things and the markets run other things.  

Mainly themselves.  If we let the state run the markets goodness knows where 

we‟d all be.  Money needs to be nurtured to grow – like a crop.  You 

wouldn‟t let a bunch of plumbers run a farm would you?” 

P   “Er…no.” 
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B  “Well, the state is essentially an exercise in plumbing – hence the 

machine thing.  The markets are the farms, the bankers and lawyers the 

farmers: harnessing the growing power of capital to breed new species of 

money to feed new types of market.” 

P   “And new kinds of disease perhaps…?” 

B  “Disease!? My what a pessimist you are.  Even if a particular new 

product didn‟t work, the whole thing is insulated.  We‟ve thought about that.” 

P   “How?” 

B  “Special Purpose Vehicles.” 

P   “Which are…?” 

B  “Special types of company that allow us to take risks without 

damaging anyone if they don‟t work.  They‟re all offshore, so if they fail, no-

one else is hurt.  It finally allows the really creative people free rein for their 

imaginations.” 

P   “So there‟s no real risk, you mean?” 

B  “None, my old friend, none at all.  Or, at least, not to you and I.” 

 

So they went offshore.  They set up „bankruptcy-remote‟ offshore firms to harvest profits 

from aggregated sub-prime mortgages and secondary insurances.  They sailed the seas 

under flags of convenience.  They developed intertwined networks of hybrid companies, 

Anglo-Saxon foundations, limited liability trusts and hollow corporations.  They invested 

anonymously in contemporary art, old masters, jewellery, violins and antique guns, all 

squirreled away in bank vaults where no questions could be asked. They made money at 

every turn but, through careful tax planning, redefined it as other-than-money so that it 

could circulate still further and faster. They became High-Net Worth Individuals and then 

ultra-High Net Worth Individuals.  They became perpetual tourists.  They eliminated 

space and time. 

 

Or thought they had. 

 

***End*** 


