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‘Fascinating. Shows convincingly that Brexit was financed by 
hedge funds and alternative finance, and that their ultimate goal 

was to promote a new wave of financial deregulation and buy off 
our democratic institutions. A great piece of social sciences and a 

must-read.’

—Thomas Piketty, author of Capital in the Twenty-First Century

‘Growing inequalities and processes of financialisation 
require much closer scrutiny of the social dynamics of capital 

accumulation and the new forms of political power that are 
accompanying it. This careful study does precisely that. A fresh 
and urgent agenda for social science research for years to come.’

—Johan Heilbron, Professor, Sociology of Education,  
Uppsala University

‘A most remarkable foray into the radicalisation of the political 
order inherent in our contemporary financial condition: an order 
for which remaining pockets of liberal democracy are no longer 

of use.’

—Fabian Muniesa, Professor, École des Mines de Paris

‘Marlène Benquet and Théo Bourgeron’s provocative opus 
remarkably demonstrates how conflicts among different fractions 

of capital were the key drivers of UK’s recent Eighteenth 
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the Appropriation of Profit in the Financial Industry
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Introduction

In the presidential election of 8 November 2016, the United 
States of America, the world’s foremost economic and polit-
ical power, was stunned by the surprise victory of Donald 
Trump, a newcomer to politics. The candidate Trump, less 
well known and less well funded than his opponent Hillary 
Clinton, had been treated as an outsider. When he won the 
election the press presented him as the spokesperson of voice-
less people, of an ignored and demoted white middle-class 
in an increasingly inegalitarian country. It is no secret that 
Hillary Clinton received the support of some of the most 
emblematic representatives of the financial community, 
to the extent that the media ended up calling her the ‘Wall 
Street candidate ’. What is less well known, however, is that 
Donald Trump too benefited from the support of powerful 
billionaires in the financial sector, including Robert Mercer, 
founder of the quantitative trading hedge fund Renaissance 
Technologies; Doug Manchester, founder of the Manchester 
Financial Group; and Duke and Hannah Buchan, founders of 
the investment fund Hunter Global Investors. More recently 
enriched than the Wall Street institutions supporting Clinton, 
less visible and with no historical connections to government 
or public affairs, these billionaires involved in the most specu-
lative forms of finance nonetheless managed to impose their 
candidate over the one preferred by the powerful traditional 
institutions of Wall Street. And this in turn allowed Trump 
to try to convert the United States to a political programme 
made up of a novel mix of authoritarianism, climate change 
denial, financial deregulation and the unconditional defence 
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of capital and property against all forms of redistribution, 
however minimal.

On 28 October 2018 Jair Bolsonaro campaigned on a 
similar political programme to win the presidential election 
in Brazil. Bolsonaro, a former army captain, was a self-con-
fessed admirer of the dictatorship period in his country and 
an outspoken denier of climate change. He had the support 
of the most reactionary forces in the Brazilian Parliament, 
including the BBB (Bible, beef, bullets) lobby, whose 
members represent the interests of evangelical churches, 
the agribusiness sector and the gun lobby. As with Trump, 
Bolsonaro’s political programme combined authoritarianism 
with far-reaching economic deregulation. Twenty-four hours 
after having been elected, he decided by presidential decree 
to lower the minimum wage, to transfer authority for indig-
enous territories to the agriculture ministry (closely aligned 
with agribusiness) and to eliminate the ministry in charge of 
defending the rights of the LGBT community. His campaign 
was supported by broad segments of the business community. 
In July 2018, the president of the National Confederation 
for Industry (CNI), the Brazilian equivalent of the Confed-
eration of British Industry (CBI), declared that the business 
community was not afraid of Bolsonaro’s victory, saying that 
‘people want a president who will display his strength and 
his authority, but also be responsible ’.1 To secure the support 
of the most free-wheeling players in the Brazilian financial 
sector, Bolsonaro handed the economic aspects of his pro-
gramme over to Paulo Guedes, known for having founded the 
libertarian think tank Instituto Millenium and the investment 
bank BTG Pactual. In the months following his election, Bol-
sonaro fulfilled several of his campaign promises, loosening 
the laws on gun ownership, introducing a sweeping reform 
of the pension system and launching the privatisation of most 
state-owned companies. These last two reforms had long been 
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advocated by the libertarian Guedes, who was now minister of 
the economy.

On the morning of 24 June 2016, the United Kingdom 
discovered that 51.9 per cent of voters had voted to ‘Leave ’ in 
answer to the question: ‘Should the United Kingdom remain 
a member of the European Union or leave the European 
Union?’ Thus began Brexit – a process that would culminate 
with the accession to power of a leader, Boris Johnson, and 
ministers known for their often authoritarian, climate-sceptical 
and pro-deregulation opinions. The result of the referendum 
came as a surprise, to put it mildly, to the government, the 
business community and the British population. On June 22, 
the day before the vote, the BBC and Sky News had broadcast 
the latest polls, all of which predicted a victory for ‘Remain’. 
After a three-month campaign during which the two main 
parties, the most eminent members of the business community 
and the principal trade unions had all campaigned to persuade 
the British people to vote for Remain, this was an astonishing 
result. Representatives of the banking sector had staunchly 
supported Remain, as had the Chancellor of the Exchequer 
and the governor of the Bank of England. The City of London 
Corporation, the lobby of the London-based financial sector, 
had also put its political might behind the Remain vote. In 
April 2016, it had warned the British people that ‘the City 
of London is the leading international financial centre in 
the world. It is the most cosmopolitan major business city in 
the world and [… a Leave vote would be] unwelcome and 
unhelpful.’

But at 6:07 am on 24 June, Boris Johnson made a speech to 
a jubilant crowd: ‘My friends, I promised you: we are taking 
back control of our great country. I now proclaim Year One 
of an independent Britain!’2 Two hours later the Conservative 
prime minister David Cameron, who had triggered the refer-
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endum but supported Remain, also made a statement, standing 
in front of 10 Downing Street and looking visibly shaken:

I was absolutely clear about my belief that Britain is stronger, 
safer and better off inside the European Union, and I made 
clear the referendum was about this and this alone – not the 
future of any single politician, including myself … I will 
do everything I can as Prime Minister to steady the ship 
over the coming weeks and months, but I do not think it 
would be right for me to try to be the captain that steers our 
country to its next destination.

Nigel Farage, the leader of the Eurosceptic party UKIP, 
declared after the announcement of the referendum result: 
‘The EU is failing, the EU is dying. I hope we’ve knocked 
the first brick out of the wall.’ Financial panic began on the 
night of 23 June, and accelerated apace as the British political 
landscape disintegrated. To reassure companies and calm the 
financial markets, Cameron announced that he would lower 
the corporate tax rate (from 20 per cent to 15 per cent) before 
leaving office, and the Bank of England declared that it was 
ready to inundate British financial markets with liquidities to 
‘support their functioning’ in this challenging moment. But 
the harm had been done: the government had been defeated, 
and the City had been weakened.

How could such a thing occur? Tim Harford, a Financial 
Times columnist, wrote that ‘if the City had had infinite 
powers, Brexit would not have occurred’. Does this mean 
that the most powerful financial sector in Europe did not 
have the means to make its voice heard on an issue that was 
so crucial for its own future? In the US presidential election, 
were Wall Street and the biggest US banks unable to secure 
victory for the candidate they seemed to have unanimously 
chosen? As happened in 2005 when the French and Dutch 
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electorates voted against the European constitutional treaty, 
did the mechanisms that usually bind liberal democracies to 
the interests of the dominant economic sectors malfunction? 
In other words, were the Brexit referendum and the elections 
of Trump and Bolsonaro victories of the people against the 
elite and the financial sector?

We explore these questions by taking a closer look at the 
relationship between Brexit and the British financial sector. 
This closer look begins with the morning of 24 June 2016, 
when some dissonant details came to the fore. For instance, 
when making his victory speech at Westminster, UKIP leader 
Nigel Farage was not alone: he was flanked by two friends and 
political supporters, Arron Banks and Richard Tice. The two 
were not only supporters of Brexit, but also businessmen active 
in the financial sector – Banks owned a network of diverse 
companies, from retail insurance to offshore wealth manage-
ment, and Tice was the CEO of a real estate investment fund. 
On this same morning, in a posh Mayfair house a few miles 
from Westminster, a BBC team captured the moment when 
a major British hedge fund manager, Crispin Odey, burst out 
in laughter while talking about the referendum result: ‘I have 
had a good day!’, he repeated with jubilation. Innocuous as 
they might seem, these two anecdotes suggest that behind the 
outspoken support of large City banks for Remain there lay a 
more complicated landscape. In the same way as the elections 
of Trump in the United States and Bolsonaro in Brazil were 
in fact supported by some fringes of the financial sector, it 
seems that British finance entertained a far more ambiguous 
relationship to Brexit and right-wing politics than has been 
commonly recognised. In this book we investigate how, 
behind the well-known pro-Remain institutions of the City of 
London, another more discreet set of London-based financial 
actors supported Brexit. We call these alternative financial 
actors ‘alt-finance ’ in reference both to their investment 
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strategies, which are often deemed ‘alternative ’ by financial 
analysts themselves, and to their political support for new 
right-wing movements, labelled ‘alt-right’ in the US context.

Here our work diverges from the most common interpre-
tations of Brexit. Whatever their political orientations, most 
analyses have interpreted Brexit as the consequence of people ’s 
anger against the European Union. The Eurosceptic right and 
far-right cheered the ‘victory of ordinary people against the 
establishment’, to quote Farage. Without underestimating the 
significance of xenophobic ideas in the outcome of the vote, 
some voices on the left also perceived the result as a first step 
towards the dismantling of the neoliberal order. Similar argu-
ments have been developed to explain the election of Donald 
Trump. In 2016 Bill Clinton expounded that Trump’s victory 
was due first and foremost to the mobilisation of ‘angry 
white men’ and other middle-class citizens who felt they had 
been socially demoted. Although the context was different 
in Brazil, where the Labour Party had been dominant from 
2003 to 2016, a study by the World Inequality Lab attributed 
Bolsonaro’s victory to the relative impoverishment of the Bra-
zilian middle class. Despite being diverse and sometimes in 
contradiction, these views share a common analysis of politi-
cal events as resulting from the (good and bad) reasoning and 
impulses of voters. In this discourse, the Leave, Trump and 
Bolsonaro votes had in common their social heterogeneity, in 
that they united segments of the bourgeoisie with segments 
of the working class. This has led some analysts to interpret 
them as ‘electoral insurgencies’ of the neglected countryside 
and formerly industrial regions against the urban establish-
ment that rules the economy.3 These votes are described as 
the political expression of working- and middle-class voters’ 
resentment against the globalisation process, which has placed 
them in competition with workers in low- and middle-income 
countries and threatens to dispossess them of what little wealth 
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they have. The votes are taken to display a deep anger against 
political systems, most prominently in the UK and the US, and 
more broadly against the contemporary world order, in which 
traditional politics offer no alternative to neoliberalism.

These interpretations are useful in understanding the 
mindset of voters, but they beg the crucial question of how the 
economic interests of the dominant classes came into play in 
these campaigns. They also contribute to an overly idealistic 
understanding of electoral processes – suggesting that the 
vote is essentially a matter of ideas and dominant opinions. 
They perceive an election as a vast debate that takes place in a 
democratic arena spanning television networks, newspapers, 
social media and exchanges between citizens wherever they 
may be. Following this debate, voters, informed by discussion 
of the campaign arguments, cast ballots to choose the political 
vision or programme that has gained their support. The main 
threat to such a democratic debate lies in the corruption of this 
democratic arena through argumentative demagogy and other 
electoral manipulations. As with the elections of Trump and 
Bolsonaro, many researchers have tried to explain the outcome 
of the Brexit referendum by highlighting the effects of the fake 
news that proliferated during the campaign. Writing in the 
New York Times, political economist Will Davies denounced 
the way fake news considerably affected the fair expression 
of ideas during the American presidential campaign.4 And 
indeed, the Leave vote and the Trump victory led to inquiries 
into the role of the British company Cambridge Analytica, 
which was accused of distorting the campaigns by using the 
personal social media data of British and American citizens 
to influence the votes. By reducing these political events to 
the result of electoral manipulations, however, these inter-
pretations miss structural factors. They leave out the power 
relationships among social groups, including the business 
community, that have emerged in a spectacular way since 2016 
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and that have contributed to the change in political regime 
under way in Europe and the rest of the world.

In this book, we focus on the ongoing shift from the neo-
liberal political regime of accumulation towards what we call 
the new libertarian-authoritarian regime. Since the 1970s the 
neoliberal regime has opened up new sources of profit by 
drawing large swathes of social life into financial markets. 
The neoliberalism of Western countries has been accom-
panied by free-market democratic institutions that channel 
popular discontent cheaply and without threatening capitalist 
accumulation. These institutions constitute what we call in 
this work the ‘neoliberal political regime of accumulation’. 
On the international scale the European Union has become 
one of the flagship institutions of neoliberalism. Its treaties 
transfer numerous fields of social organisation in its member 
states to market actors, especially financial markets. In this 
context, the Brexit vote appeared to cut the United Kingdom 
loose from the flagship vessel of the neoliberal political regime 
of accumulation. The election of Donald Trump had a similar 
effect: it led the United States to break with the World Trade 
Organization, another emblematic international institution of 
the neoliberal regime. As we see here, neoliberal institutions 
are dying.

Should we rejoice? Probably not. The British exit from the 
European Union was certainly a step away from neoliberalism 
and towards something else. However, this step was taken 
not by progressive forces seeking to set up more egalitarian 
institutions, but by rising capitalist forces eager to assert their 
domination within a new accumulation regime. The idea 
that new capitalist forces might coalesce to attack neoliberal 
institutions and create a more authoritarian accumulation 
regime has been hotly disputed in recent years. David Harvey, 
for instance, has refuted the contention that events such as 
the election of Donald Trump and the Brexit referendum are 
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anything other than neoliberal business-as-usual.5 In his per-
spective, neoliberalism is essentially a way for ‘the dominant 
classes to reassert their domination’ and accumulation 
regimes can change their institutions without ceasing to be 
fundamentally neoliberal. Other observers, however, consider 
neoliberalism to be embodied in the set of institutions through 
which it was built up over decades, and see recent events as 
marking the potential emergence of a ‘post-neoliberal’ order.6 
Quinn Slobodian highlights ‘the backlash from above’ by 
which the corporate class used the Trump election to seize 
power in the United States. In cogent books and articles, he 
has described the corporate forces that supported the Trump 
administration’s opposition to the World Trade Organiza-
tion, designated as the cause of ‘neoliberal globalisation’.7 
McKenzie Wark has also recently questioned whether the new 
dominant classes of the technological age are still aligned with 
neoliberal capitalism, and wonders whether they are looking 
for another accumulation regime that would allow them to 
expand their profits.8

This book describes the advent of this new political regime 
of accumulation that is replacing the declining neoliberal 
regime in the United Kingdom, the United States and Brazil. 
We give the new regime a name – the libertarian-authoritarian 
regime. Libertarianism rests on the radical defence of private 
property, posited as the main (and often sole) rule of social 
organisation, without regard for its collective consequences. 
It limits the role of the state, including in its sovereign func-
tions. We will see that while the regime that is emerging in the 
UK, the US and Brazil is libertarian on economic issues, it is 
authoritarian on political issues. As this regime is hostile to 
all redistribution of wealth, it uses repression of social move-
ments, curtailment of civil liberties and restriction of public 
demonstrations and speeches as the main way to enforce social 
order. In this book we describe how and why some segments 
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of the business community supported Brexit, and how Brexit 
was the first significant instance of a country shifting from 
the neoliberal to the libertarian-authoritarian political regime 
of accumulation.9 In our exploration we look at elections 
from the angle of their funding rather than the psychology of 
electorates.

We aim to show that Brexit was the consequence of an 
economic opposition between two factions of the British 
financial sector that became an institutional and political 
conflict. Like the United States and, to a lesser extent, Brazil, 
the United Kingdom is on the cutting edge of financialisation. 
A large proportion of its national profit is concentrated 
in financial corporations and in the considerable fortunes 
amassed by the tycoons of this sector. In addition to the 
historical financial sector, which we call ‘first-wave ’ finance 
(large banks, insurance companies, institutional investors), 
whose mode of accumulation relies mostly on stock markets, 
a new front of financialisation has developed in recent 
decades in the United Kingdom. We designate this alternative 
financial sector as ‘second-wave’ finance. It operates at the 
least regulated margins of the financial sector (including 
private equity funds, hedge funds and real estate funds) via 
over-the-counter transactions involving assets that were until 
recently unavailable to financial speculation.10 These groups 
of financiers have distinct economic interests. Above all, they 
now find themselves competing with each other to negotiate 
the political regime of accumulation that will best defend 
their right to accumulate capital and wealth. Although the 
European Union has fuelled the development of the European 
financial sector over the past four decades, it now seems that 
finance may have to jettison this institutional architecture if it 
wants to continue to expand. This is the bet that second-wave 
financial players make when they seek to replace the institu-
tions of neoliberalism with a new regime based on a novel mix 
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of economic libertarianism and political authoritarianism – a 
regime negotiated at the national scale and favourable to their 
interests. In this book we study the history of support for 
and opposition to Brexit within the British financial sector 
during the referendum campaign and then during the Brexit 
negotiations. Through these examples we show the role that 
second-wave finance played in undermining the established 
neoliberal institutions and in promoting a political regime 
that espouses radically reactionary views on democracy, the 
environment and society as a whole.

We are going to follow the money in order to understand 
Brexit not in the light of the issues that motivated voters, but 
through the flows of cold hard cash that allowed this event 
to happen.11 We examine this process from the top, from the 
viewpoint of those who are accustomed to paying to secure 
laws that will protect their private interests.12 We approach 
Brexit as the project of a rising faction of the financial sector 
that is in competition with other parts of the business com-
munity and traditional finance. This faction is characterised 
by its own mode of financial accumulation and is determined 
to expand its perspectives for enrichment. We set the story of 
Brexit in the arena of the struggles within the financial sector, 
and in the history of political accumulation regimes over 
the past four decades, with a view to understanding why it 
happened and who decided to pay to make it happen.13




