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Introduction

A World Bank official interviewed by the Financial Times in early 2019 
rhapsodised the virtues of emerging financial technology (fintech):

It reduces costs, it’s much more efficient, it can be scaled up… It does 
come with risks as well because, you know, you really don’t want to 
hurt those that are most vulnerable, so we have to be careful. But I 
think it is really remarkable. (Politi 2019)

Media outlets including the Guardian and The Economist have run 
glowing reports about the promise of fintech (e.g. Gould 2015; Noonan 
2019). These have included breathless accounts of financial ‘innova-
tions’ ranging from psychometric credit scoring methods (The Economist 
2016) to MobiLife, a South African life insurer offering a (truly dysto-
pian) product called ‘FoodSurance’ – which pays out in weekly grocery 
vouchers sent to beneficiaries’ mobile phones if a family breadwinner dies 
(Noonan 2019) – to index-based livestock insurance schemes using sat-
ellite imagery to assess the extent of drought (The Economist 2014). Even 
a more cautionary piece run in The Economist in early 2020 opened with 
the assertion that ‘For those seeking to help the worst-off in poor coun-
tries, the mobile phone has been a magic wand’ (The Economist 2020). 
There is a growing army of consultancies, think tanks, and philanthropic 
organisations similarly promoting fintech applications (e.g. McKinsey & 
Co. 2016; Insight2Impact 2016; Hoder et al. 2016; PwC 2016). 

This optimistic consensus about fintech is rather fragile, however, if 
we look any closer. There are an increasing number of critical studies 
looking at the development of fintech in relation to ‘financial inclusion’ 
(see Aitken 2017; Bernards 2019a; Clarke 2019; Frimpong Boahmah 
and Murshid 2019; Gabor and Brooks 2017; Jain and Gabor 2020; 
Langevin 2019; Langley and Leyshon 2020; Natile 2020). These studies 
have provided badly-needed critical perspectives on the rise of fintech 
–  criticising the developmental claims of fintech advocates (Bernards 
2019b; Langevin 2019), highlighting tendencies towards pervasive sur-
veillance and discipline enacted through new modes of credit scoring 
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(Aitken 2017; Gabor and Brooks 2017), and analysing the dynamics of 
consolidation and monopolisation in emergent platforms (Clarke 2019; 
Langley and Leyshon 2020). Critics have equally noted a disconnect 
between what can be measured through, for example, mobile phone data 
or psychometric tests and the underlying patterns of economic activity 
necessary to repay loans. Big data credit scoring, Langevin (2019) notes, 
is ‘dangerously hermetic’ to real productive activity. And, again, while 
fintech is being touted by the G20, the World Bank, and the IMF as a 
solution to many of the practical challenges encountered in promoting 
financial inclusion, evidence is emerging that claims about the power of 
fintech to achieve greater ‘access’ to financial services, and more impor-
tantly to reduce poverty in doing so, are suspect (see Bateman et al. 2019; 
Bernards 2019a; 2019b).

Yet there is little about this story – a story of ‘innovative’ financial 
miracle cures for poverty which have turned out not to work – that is 
new. The claim that providing access to finance will be a ‘win-win’, ben-
efiting the poorest and allowing the financial sector to open up new 
sources of profits, is surprisingly mutable and durable despite accumu-
lating evidence of the inability of finance, in and of itself, to deliver actual 
reductions in poverty. Fintech hype promises new, digitally-enabled 
means of extending access to finance. But this basic objective itself is an 
old one. The embrace of fintech echoes both recent interventions and a 
much longer history of efforts at resolving relations of poverty and dis-
possession through the development of new financial tools. At its core, 
this book is an attempt to place the current vogue in global development 
for fintech in this longer history.

I do so by drawing together an analysis of a range of activities that 
can usefully be grouped under the heading of ‘poverty finance’, running 
from the early twentieth century to the present. I’ve adopted the term 
‘poverty finance’ from Rankin (2013). She uses it to refer to ‘the business 
of extending financial services to those traditionally excluded from the 
mainstream financial system’ (2013:547). For Rankin, the general term 
‘poverty finance’ is a means of drawing out the connections between 
projects in the Global North and South – showing how both micro credit 
and subprime mortgage markets depend on a kind of ‘socio-spatial fix.’ 
That is, Rankin emphasises how poverty finance creates new avenues 
for the redeployment of over-accumulated capital, both by reconfiguring 
spatial relations (as in Harvey’s [2006] ‘spatial fix’) and by configuring 
the survival of racialised and gendered marginal populations in ways that 
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are amenable to financial accumulation. For the purposes of this book, 
the general rubric of poverty finance – designating activities aimed at 
extending finance to those ‘outside’ the mainstream financial system – is 
also a useful way of grouping together a range of activities across time.

The history of poverty finance, understood in this sense, can be traced 
backward through a series of (mostly failed) interventions dating to the 
colonial era. Fintech has gained prominence precisely as efforts to promote 
‘financial inclusion’ by other means have run into difficulty. Since the 
2008 global financial crisis, ‘financial inclusion’ has become increasingly 
central to global and national development agendas. Enhanced access to 
financial services for the poorest has been widely embraced as a policy 
goal by major development agencies, and is increasingly seen as a neces-
sary condition for ‘inclusive’ and sustainable growth, financial stability, 
and poverty reduction (AFI 2010). Yet there has, thus far, been little clear 
evidence of benefits for target populations. Critics have, from the start, 
highlighted the exploitative character of financial markets being devel-
oped under the rubric of ‘financial inclusion’ (e.g. Soederberg 2013), and 
called into question the ‘win-win’ narratives underlying them (Mader 
2018). For that matter, there is, at best, limited evidence that such policy 
efforts have even led to wider access to financial services. Borrowing 
from formal financial institutions continues to be heavily outweighed by 
borrowing from family and friends or informal lenders in most devel-
oping regions. The growth of ‘access’ to formal credit has been slow, 
uneven, and even prone to reversals in particular cases. Indeed, the slow 
progress of financial inclusion has arguably been a major driver of the 
embrace of fintech by global policymakers (see Bernards 2019b).

The rise and fall of financial inclusion itself echoed and responded to 
debates on microfinance in the 2000s and 2010s. Microfinance was ini-
tially seen as a silver bullet for poverty reduction, reaching its apogee in 
2006 when Grameen Bank founder and microcredit evangelist Moham-
mad Yunus was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Microfinance promised 
a win-win whereby poor people (primarily women), recast as ‘entrepre-
neurs’, would get access to credit in order ostensibly to build businesses 
and lift themselves out of poverty, all while group lending structures 
would mobilise local community solidarities to make sure that money 
was repaid and secure profits for lenders. But grand claims about the 
benefits of microcredit were never matched by evidence in practice 
(see Duvendack et al. 2011). Claims about the mechanisms through 
which microfinance was meant to benefit the poor were downgraded 
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from facilitating entrepreneurial growth to ‘consumption smoothing’ – 
enabling people to manage fluctuations in income by borrowing (e.g. 
Rosenberg 2010; Roodman 2012). Microcredit was reframed as a means 
of helping people cope with poverty rather than lifting people out of it. 
Even sympathetic authors started highlighting ‘trade-offs’ implicit in 
the development of commercial microcredit (Cull et al. 2009). Along-
side these reassessments, serious critiques of microcredit accumulated, 
increasingly coming from insiders (e.g. Sinclair 2012). This growing 
scepticism coincided with a series of catastrophic microcredit crises, the 
most notable of which took place in Andhra Pradesh, India, where doz-
ens of over-indebted farmers committed suicide between 2009 and 2010.

As we’ll see in the subsequent chapters, the story is even older than 
this. Microcredit itself, as a development fad, very much had its origins 
in some of the responses to the failures of previous rounds of financial 
reforms. Early neoliberals in the 1970s and the early 1980s saw financial 
deregulation as a means of ensuring small farmers in marginalised com-
munities had access to credit (needless to say, this is not how it worked 
out). And while contemporary solutions are unquestionably different, 
this basic approach of framing development interventions around pro-
viding access to credit is older still. Colonial officials in the first half of 
the twentieth century identified the lack of access to affordable credit, 
savings, and insurance as a problem. And they identified many of the 
same underlying obstacles to solving this problem. Concerns about the 
comparatively high cost of making small transactions and the lack of 
appropriate collateral on the part of poor farmers and others lacking 
formal property rights in land are rampant in colonial-era documents, 
just as they are in contemporary invocations of fintech.

This long, dubious pedigree suggests that recent so-called ‘innova-
tions’ are in fact efforts to wrestle with more deeply-rooted problems. It 
also suggests that we need critical analyses that work to place present-day 
experiments with fintech and financial inclusion in this longer history. 
Such an analysis is worthwhile because it holds the potential both to tell 
us something useful about the underlying tangle of contradictions at the 
intersection of finance and poverty and, more generally, about the limits 
of neoliberalism. Critics of microfinance (e.g. Bateman 2010; Rankin 
2001) and financial inclusion (e.g. Soederberg 2014; Price 2019) have 
often noted that these projects are paradigmatically neoliberal. They 
have a point. The assumption that enabling greater access to formal 
savings, credit, and insurance will lead to reductions in poverty does, 
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indeed, epitomise neoliberal logics. These successive projects imagine 
the solution to poverty is to be found in incorporating the poor into new 
forms of markets, and that poverty reduction can be achieved primar-
ily through the creation of new spheres of private profit. Less common, 
though, have been efforts to step back and ask what the development of 
microfinance, financial inclusion, fintech, and the like can tell us about 
neoliberalism – a task for which the longer historical view offered in this 
book is very useful.

In what follows, I show how the longer history of poverty finance 
reflects efforts to grapple with a fundamental paradox. The reason the 
poor have often been seen to need access to finance – namely, their low 
and unpredictable incomes – is also a key reason why alleviating poverty 
by providing financial services to the poorest on a commercial basis has 
typically proven to be little more than a politically-driven fantasy. It’s 
risky and not particularly profitable, under most circumstances, to lend 
money to, insure, or provide other financial services to people with small 
and irregular incomes. Finance capital is inherently profit-oriented. 
Banks and other asset holders are unlikely to invest money in anything 
from which they don’t expect to make high returns. Moreover, while we 
often associate high finance with speculation and high-stakes gambling, 
it is often risk-averse – not least when it comes to putting money into 
new and uncertain environments. Mainstream financial institutions 
have thus been interested in providing services to poorer borrow-
ers only on occasion, often requiring direct or indirect subsidies. The 
key point is that financial markets simply can’t, in and of themselves, 
change the underlying structures of power and exploitation that create 
poverty. Nor, it must be said, are financiers typically much interested in 
doing so. While contemporary poverty finance interventions are often 
read as incidences of ‘financialisation’, the frequent reluctance of finance 
capital to actually engage with them should give us pause on this front. 
Poverty finance interventions very often seek to prepare the ground for 
the profitable deployment of finance capital, but are typically driven not 
so much by the dictates of finance itself, but by fraught efforts to coax 
it into serving developmental ends. Unambiguous success stories are 
exceedingly rare. At times, poverty finance interventions have caused 
real harm – as in the Andhra Pradesh crisis noted above. More often, 
though, the problem is that they’ve failed to confront and transform the 
wider structures of exploitation underlying relations of poverty, and have 
often explicitly sought to forestall wider structural changes or redistribu-
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tive policies. Poverty finance, in short, fails because it works through and 
reinforces existing patterns of uneven development. 

These fundamental dynamics manifest themselves in a recur-
rent tension between logics of inclusion and stratification. Soederberg 
(2014:22–3) argues, helpfully, that invocations of ‘inclusion’ and ‘access’ 
to credit and financial markets for previously marginalised groups – the 
extension of membership in the ‘community of money’, in Marx’s phrase 
– are powerful political interventions. They simultaneously invoke the 
right to participate in certain liberal freedoms (private property, enter-
prise, and contractual rights) while obscuring the underlying relations 
of exploitation on which financial transactions ultimately rest. Yet, 
actually-existing poverty finance interventions have frequently operated 
precisely by promising new ways of enabling financial institutions to 
reliably sort good from bad credit risks, insurable from non-insurable 
risks, productive farmers and incipient entrepreneurs from their (implic-
itly more deservingly poor) peers. Historically, we can trace out different 
responses to this tension, but it is a critical one, rooted in the funda-
mental contradiction between profit logics on one hand and precarious 
livelihoods on the other.

In tracing this tension through the longer history covered below, 
this book makes two related arguments. First, the distinctive form of 
the paradox identified above in actually-existing global capitalism is a 
product of colonial histories. This is true, firstly, in the widely accepted 
sense that global patterns of poverty and uneven development are 
colonial in their origins. But it is also true in the less obvious sense that 
the organisation of production and accumulation in colonial territo-
ries has had enduring effects on the development and organisation of 
postcolonial financial systems. Colonial economic systems varied, but 
they were broadly designed to transfer profits back to the metropole, 
and to transfer the costs and risks of productive activities onto racialised 
working classes (broadly understood) in colonised territories. Colonial 
banks, in this context, specialised in lucrative, low-risk activities like 
facilitating funds transfers between colonised and metropolitan territo-
ries. They made comparatively few loans in general, almost entirely to 
colonial governments and large merchant firms, and to expatriate plan-
tations, farms, or mines where these were present. These systems have 
often persisted in important respects long after the end of formal colonial 
rule. The second argument this book makes is that the story of poverty 
finance since the 1970s can usefully be read as a succession of failures to 
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grapple with limits posed by these underlying patterns of uneven devel-
opment. Neoliberal efforts to engineer reductions in poverty through the 
creation of new financial markets in such contexts are likely doomed 
from the start. But neoliberal modes of governance appear incapable of 
recognising or addressing the deep-rooted limits posed by (neo)colonial 
forms of capitalism.

making markets

While the aims of this book are primarily empirical, it is useful to outline 
a few key conceptual elements of the discussion to follow here. My per-
spective is primarily rooted in historical materialist political economy, 
but draws on engagements with science and technology studies (STS) 
approaches as well. As I’ll argue further in the following pages, both of 
these approaches usefully enjoin us to lift the lid on the social, historical, 
and material relations underlying acts of market exchange, in different 
but complementary ways.1

I understand neoliberalism as, above all, a tendency towards 
failure-prone efforts at solving social problems by building markets (see 
Mirowski 2009; Peck 2010). Understanding the uneven and failure-prone 
unfolding of neoliberal projects, including poverty finance, thus means 
engaging with problems of marketisation – the conjoined processes 
by which markets are constructed and through which social processes 
are rendered subject to markets. Processes of marketisation are rarely 
easy or straightforward, as the long series of failed efforts at develop-
ing markets for poverty finance shows particularly clearly. Marketisation 
often founders on the messy confrontation between neoliberal fanta-
sies of efficient, socially beneficial markets and the contradictory spatial, 
material and social conditions of actually-existing capital accumulation. 
Markets depend on underlying configurations of labour and property 
relations articulated across space which enable commodities to reach 
‘the market’, processes which acts of exchange can fetishise and obscure 
(cf. Christophers 2014; Cahill 2020). They also depend on the presence 
of particular infrastructures – backgrounded and often mundane 
systems of devices, material objects, and social routines through which 
acts of exchange can be carried out across time and space (see Bernards 
and Campbell-Verduyn 2019). Over the next four subsections, I develop 
these arguments further. First, I outline the book’s conception of neolib-
eralism as a set of politically-driven processes of marketisation. In the 
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next two subsections, I discuss two crucial limits to processes of mar-
ketisation: the uneven development of financial infrastructures and the 
enduring centrality of labour to financial accumulation. Finally, I differ-
entiate this perspective from previous analyses drawing on the concept 
of financialisation.

Neoliberalism as marketisation

‘Neoliberalism’ can, admittedly, be a slippery concept. It’s useful, I think, 
to view neoliberalism as a set of logics unfolding (unevenly) through par-
ticular regulatory projects. As Mirowski (2009) and others have noted, 
the core organising logic of neoliberal politics is an epistemic faith in the 
‘market’ as the most efficient means of processing information and allo-
cating resources. Insofar as there is a core ‘neoliberal’ belief, then, it is 
that ‘prices in an efficient market “contain all relevant information” and 
therefore cannot be predicted by mere mortals’ (Mirowski 2009:435), 
coupled with a growing recognition that markets themselves need to be 
produced and engineered into being (see Nik-Khah and Mirowski 2019). 
By extension, collective problems are seen as best resolved by expanding 
the scope of existing markets, by making new ones, or by approximat-
ing market-like mechanisms in cases where neither of these is possible 
(Frankel et al. 2019). 

Neoliberalism, in this sense, represents a political logic which is only 
ever realised in part and with great difficulty – neoliberalism tends to ‘fail 
and flail forward’, in Peck’s (2010:7) phrase. Brenner et al. helpfully insist 
that, rather than an epochal ‘end state’, neoliberalism is better under-
stood as a series of dispersed and variegated ‘neoliberalizing processes’, 
dating roughly to the 1970s, which have ‘facilitated marketization and 
commodification while simultaneously intensifying the uneven develop-
ment of regulatory forms across places, territories and scales’ (Brenner 
et al. 2010a:184; see also Brenner et al. 2010b; Peck 2010; 2013a). While 
longer-run processes of marketisation and commodification are endemic 
in capitalism, neoliberalism is distinguished first of all by the empha-
sis on the market as a mechanism for collective decision-making and 
resource allocation, and increasingly also by the emphasis on engineering 
or designing markets. Failure and troubleshooting, in short, are integral 
aspects of the history of neoliberalism (see Best 2013; 2020). What is 
critical for the moment is that the existing history of responses to these 
failures is dominated by a tendency to resort to markets ‘suitably reengi-
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neered and promoted’ to ‘provide solutions to the problems seemingly 
caused by the market in the first place’ (Mirowski 2009:439).

In short, neoliberalism should be understood as a political project 
seeking to expand the scope of markets in governing social life, particu-
larly by dispersed processes of market design and engineering. Neoliberal 
views often treat the market as a kind of ‘default setting’ for human inter-
action. A number of recent Marxist critics have rightly cautioned against 
critiques of neoliberalism that fall into the same trap of fetishising ‘the 
market’ as a social form (Cahill 2020; Knafo 2020; Copley and Moraitis 
2021). Markets are not a default setting on economic activity that can be 
‘disembedded’ from (or re-embedded in) social regulation. Markets need 
to be constructed, often imperfectly, out of concrete social and spatial 
relations (and mediated by a variety of devices, routines, and standards). 
Indeed, much of the history traced out in what follows is precisely a series 
of efforts to prepare the ground for the development of new markets, 
only for financial capital to fail to turn up. If we want to get to grips with 
the tendency of neoliberalism to ‘fail and flail forward’ (Peck 2010:7), we 
need to think in concrete terms about how markets are made, and about 
the limits to such processes of construction posed by existing patterns 
of uneven development. I argue in what follows that we need to under-
stand two underlying conditions for such processes of marketisation, 
in order to grasp the troubled progress of neoliberal projects in global 
development: first, the uneven materiality of the ‘infrastructures’ needed 
to enable market activity and, second, the centrality of labour to capital-
ist accumulation. I take up each of these points in turn.

Infrastructures and uneven development

To an extent, the uneven development of markets for poverty finance is 
a manifestation of a more general tendency: namely, that capitalist accu-
mulation tends to produce spatial differentiation across different (but 
interlinked) scales. Smith (1990) usefully attributes uneven development 
under capitalism to a ‘see-saw’ pattern of spatial development. Capital-
ism requires the transformation of physical space – for example, the 
construction of roads and power grids, local or regional concentrations 
of certain activities, or the production of new natures involved in agri-
culture or mining. As a result, mobile capital tends to cluster activities in 
particular places. Over time this results in rising labour and other costs, 
undermining the profitability of such ‘developed’ areas while creating the 
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conditions for higher profitability in the ‘underdeveloped’ spaces previ-
ously skipped over. ‘See-saw’ movements of capital, ‘from a developed to 
an underdeveloped area, then at a later point back to the first area which 
is by now underdeveloped’ – ranging in scale from global movements 
of capital to relatively ‘local’ dynamics of gentrification – emerge as a 
result (Smith 1990:150). In practice, though, these see-saw movements 
are deeply constrained by the physical configurations of space created 
through capitalist accumulation in the first place: ‘there is no omnipo-
tence to capital, and what it can do in reality – albeit a reality of its own 
making – is much more limited’ (Smith 1990:150).

Such production of space also generates important contradictions. 
Firstly, there is a tendency for localised rates of profitability to fall over 
time – as, for instance, wages and rents rise with increasing concentra-
tion of activity and competition for spatially proximate labour and land, 
or as infrastructures wear down and become less efficient. Secondly, 
there is a tendency towards overaccumulation, as accumulated capital 
lacks profitable avenues for reinvestment. These tendencies together 
lead, in Harvey’s (2006) influential argument, to a perpetual search for 
‘spatial fixes’ – ways to reconfigure new spaces to enable renewed accu-
mulation. The search for a spatial fix in this sense has been a prominent 
interpretation of the (relatively) recent rise of microfinance and finan-
cial inclusion generally (see Soederberg 2013; Rankin 2013) and for the 
development of fintech in particular (Frimpong Boahmah and Murshid 
2019). 

But the critical point is that existing configurations of physical space 
have durable impacts on how and where capital can be redeployed. Even 
once they’ve ceased being functional, previous constructions of space 
can constrain the redeployment of capital in important ways. In Harvey’s 
useful summation, ‘The development of the space economy of capital-
ism is beset by counterposed and contradictory tendencies’ (2006:417). 
There is a growing literature reflecting on how such dynamics of uneven 
development are reflected in past and present patterns of colonialism, 
particularly through the development of large-scale infrastructures (see 
Cowen 2020; Enns and Bersaglio 2020; Kimari and Ernestson 2020). 
Where considerations of finance have entered into these analyses, 
though, what has often been explored is how finance capital was circu-
lated through infrastructure projects in colonised territories (e.g. Cowen 
2020) or how financial capital has acted as an agent of uneven develop-
ment (e.g. Bond 1998). Given that our present task is rather to explain 
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the uneven development of finance itself, we need some slightly differ-
ent tools.

It is useful here to draw on emerging debates about ‘financial infra-
structures’ (see Aitken 2017; Bernards and Campbell-Verduyn 2019; 
de Goede 2021). I follow Bowker and Star (1996) in understanding 
‘infrastructures’ here in the broader sense of backgrounded technical 
systems allowing basic functions and circulations to be carried out (cf. 
Star 1999; Edwards 2003; Karasti et al. 2016). The principal claim is that 
circulations of money, credit, and capital are material flows that move 
through durable, concrete sociotechnical systems and durable reper-
toires of social practices. Financial infrastructures in this sense include, 
for instance, physical buildings, record-keeping systems, means of com-
munication, and the embedded systems of standards, metrics, and social 
practices used to evaluate credit risk. Finance is, in short, subject to 
the same patterns of uneven spatial and material development as other 
forms of capital.

We can make three key observations about the character of finan-
cial infrastructures which are especially pertinent here. First, (financial) 
infrastructures are durable. As Star notes of infrastructures more gen-
erally, efforts to change infrastructures continually ‘wrestl[e] with the 
inertia of the installed base and inheri[t] strengths and limitations from 
that base’ (1999:382). The material infrastructures of the global finan-
cial system embody and render durable deep-rooted patterns of uneven 
development. Second, infrastructures are spatial. They exist in particu-
lar places and enable (or disable) links across space in particular ways. 
Finally, infrastructures are shaped by and embody broader patterns of 
power relations and accumulation. Simply put, finance capital does not 
float in some ethereal market plane, but rather circulates through durable 
material infrastructures, which shape and constrain future patterns of 
accumulation. Efforts to build new markets for poverty finance rely 
in part on the construction of new financial infrastructures, but more 
often than not these processes of construction play out through complex 
patterns of ‘wrestling’ with the inertia of existing systems and with wider 
contradictory patterns of production and accumulation. It is easier for 
financial capital to carve out new spaces for accumulation in places 
where there is already a more elaborated ‘base’ in place to begin with. 
Or, precisely because financial infrastructures are durable, they condi-
tion subsequent patterns of uneven development.




