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From the author

I build AI systems for a living. For years I watched companies automate from the inside. Lately I have built the machinery myself: fleets of software agents that research, draft and deliver work, with very few people left to step in. This book comes from that ground floor, not from a lecture hall. I am not an economist, and the numbers here belong to the people named at the end of each chapter.

What I kept seeing was simple. The machines got better every month, and hardly anyone asked who owns them. The full book is my answer, with all its evidence. This short version exists because the argument matters more than the sales. It is free, and I would rather it reached many readers than sold a few copies.

The book did not stay a book. Its central idea is that people should own a share of the machines before the gains settle. That idea became the foundation of Own the Machine, an open draft of an EU regulation written for the citizens of Europe. You can read it, and help shape it, at ownthemachine.eu.

Like the full book, this edition was prepared with the help of the systems it describes, working under my direction. The judgement, and any errors, are mine.

David Vanheeswijck

Zonhoven, September 2026




Preface

A client would show me a job that took eleven people a week. Then I would write the code. What I handed back took one person an afternoon, and a server that never slept.

The other ten people were rarely mentioned again.

That was my trade for nearly thirty years: not the famous systems but the quiet code underneath them, the sort that made a Monday’s work disappear before anyone arrived to do it.

I was good at it, and I am not describing any of this from the outside. I built it, I am still building it, and if a machine that somebody else owns can one day do your work, then this book’s question is yours too.

I am an engineer, and when a system fails I look for the broken part rather than describe the failure. This book follows that instinct: first what is broken, then how to mend it, then what is left for us to be.

For years the problems I turned over had answers. Somewhere in the last few years a different kind of question turned up, and this one would not yield and it would not go away.

The headlines ask whether the machines will take our jobs. My question is quieter and, I have come to believe, far harder.

You used to do the work yourself: it was in your hands and in your head. Now a machine does it, and the machine belongs to someone. So who is that someone, and what becomes of the rest of us?

You may be thinking that this is another book against the machines. It is not. I am not afraid of these tools and I am not sorry I built them.

If anything it is a book in favour of the machines. The engine was one of the great gifts of the modern world, and I mean to argue that the next engine can be one too.

But a gift is not a guarantee. What a society does with a sudden flood of new ability is a decision and not a destiny, and we can decide well or badly, on purpose or by default.

The horse of this book’s title came into the argument in 1983, and Wassily Leontief put it there. He had won the Nobel Prize for tracing how industries feed each other, one firm’s output arriving as another firm’s supplies.

What the engine had done to the horse, he warned, the coming machines would do to human labour.

The horse did not find a gentler job in the economy that followed. In 1915 American farms worked about 26 million horses and mules. By 1960 about 3 million were left.

Almost nine in every ten horses had gone. Not because anyone chose cruelty, but because the horse had no way to hold a claim on the engine that replaced it.

A claim is simple: when the engine earns, part of what it earns comes to you.

That missing claim is the whole point: the horse could not own a slice of the Ford Motor Company. It could not press for tax rules that sent it part of what the engine earned.

It could not vote, and it could not demand a seat at the table where people decided who got what. We can do all of that.

That is the difference between the horse and us, and it is the difference on which everything here turns.

So here is the question I would like you to carry through every chapter, because every chapter is an attempt to answer it. What happens to people when they are no longer needed to produce?

We have answered a version of it before, and last time the side being displaced had no say in how the story ended.

This time we do. Who ends up with the wealth is not a law of physics but a choice, and the people we elect make it.

The horse could own nothing and vote for nothing. We can do both.

But before we can decide how to own the new machines, we have to be clear about what they are already doing. Let us begin where the future is already operating: in the dark.


Where this comes from


	Wassily Leontief, “National Perspective: The Definition of Problems and Opportunities”, a paper for a National Academy of Engineering symposium, 30 June 1983.

	US Department of Agriculture farm-animal inventories, collected in Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970, US Bureau of the Census, 1975.







1. Who Stole the Gains?

Midnight in Changping, on the northern edge of Beijing, and the factory floor is running at full speed. Robot arms swing through the same arc each time, to the millimetre, while driverless carts carry parts along magnetic strips set into the concrete. Cameras scan, measure and reject faster than any inspector’s eye could match, and welding sparks light the dark in a steady rhythm.

The line builds a top-end phone about every three seconds, faster than you can read this sentence aloud. No one is there to see it. The lights are off.

The few people still on the payroll are engineers and repair staff, not the people who put the phones together.

Xiaomi built this plant to turn out ten million top-end phones a year. The line runs day and night, without overtime, sick leave or toilet breaks.

The name for this is a dark factory: a factory that runs with the lights off because no one inside needs to see.

If you work for a wage, this factory could be bad news for your pay. If your pension holds shares, it could be good news for your savings.

Many of us are on both sides at once, and that is what these pages are about.

Here is the claim of this chapter, and of the book. When a machine does the work, the extra money goes to whoever owns the machine. Not to the people who used to do the work, and not to the people who taught it.

And who owns the machine is a question people are answering right now, in rooms most of us will never see. Most of us have not even noticed the question.


Robots in, workers out

In July 2024 Xiaomi started shipping phones to real buyers from Changping. The plant is a working factory, not a trial run or a press release dressed up as progress. And it is not alone.

In 2023 China had 470 robots for every 10,000 factory workers. The world average was 162. China had nearly three times the world average.

None of those robots walks or looks human. They are arms fixed in one spot, welding, lifting or fitting a part, hour after hour.

Line up 100 Chinese factory workers. You will find about five robots among them. In the world as a whole, fewer than two.

These are not forecasts. These are installed machines doing real work.

China’s own census counts the people who work for its registered factory firms. At the end of 2013 it counted roughly 125 million of them. By the end of 2018 the count was under 105 million.

About 20 million factory jobs gone in five years. That is roughly one worker in six. The count has not come back since, even as China’s exports hit record highs in early 2026.

One caution. The census counts only registered firms, and broader surveys show a smaller fall from a higher level. Take it as the trend, not as an exact count.

Did the robots push those 20 million people out? Not on their own, and this book does not claim they did.

China ran out of spare workers from the countryside around 2015, and a large slice of low-wage work moved to Vietnam, Mexico and India.

The puzzle is what kept the goods coming out when the workers had gone. The people left, and the floor never refilled, while the robot fleet doubled and exports kept climbing.

The workers went for their own reasons. The machines best explain why the goods did not go with them.

For most of the machine age, a machine took over part of a job. The cash machine did not get rid of bank tellers; it freed them to sell financial products. People moved to the parts of the job that needed a human’s call or a human’s touch.

A dark factory takes over the whole job and leaves no part for a person to do: each task and each check goes to systems that do not eat, sleep or join a union.

And they never ask for a raise.



The oldest trick

A fair-minded sceptic will stop me here. Machines replacing muscle is the oldest story in industry, and Changping is just the far end of a curve that began with Arkwright in 1769.

A lights-off assembly line, the sceptic says, proves nothing about a bookkeeper in London or a paralegal in Manhattan.

The sceptic is right, and I agree. The new thing is not the dark factory; the new thing is that the pattern has, for the first time, crossed from work of the hands to work of the head.

Output rose while the number of workers fell, and the extra money piled up without a matching rise in pay. That pattern has now reached the desk.

One example, in brief; chapter 3 tells it in full. A big American software firm ran its help desk with 5,172 agents, most of them in the Philippines.

The best of them knew the systems cold and could calm an angry customer in their sleep. Their chat logs became the training data for an AI helper that sat in on each live chat and offered the words to use next.

Show a program enough of those chats and it starts writing new ones that sound like the best agents. That is what people mean by generative AI.

The AI did not replace those workers; the software made them better at the job, the beginners most of all. Agents who had the tool were also less likely to quit, and the drop was largest among the newest hires.

The best agents were never paid for the use of their logs, signed no consent form and hold no share in the AI. The firm kept the extra output.

Many call centres pay a bonus to whoever beats the rest. If the beginners catch up with the experts, the gap that earned the experts that bonus closes.

Then there is less bonus money to go round. The experts may see their own cut, not because they got worse but because the beginners caught up.

What lifted the beginners was the experts’ own know-how. The system took it from their chat logs and handed it on for nothing.

So they would be paying for their own pay cut.

The people who ran the study measured how much work got done, not pay.

And the same thing is now under way across office work: the dark factory, again, but this time in accounting, in customer service, in legal research, in content and in software. Desk jobs that looked safe are on the table.



The lines that came apart

In 2025 a research team at MIT looked at what happens when firms put generative AI to work across a whole business.

Their headline was blunt. Ninety-five in every hundred saw no significant return on the money. The other five made millions.

A caution first: the report is industry analysis, not peer-reviewed economics; anyone who doubts the exact figures is right to.

What survives the doubt is the shape: a crowd of firms with nothing to show for it, and a handful that did something different.

The 5 per cent used AI to cut back-office costs. They set software to process invoices, key in data and read contracts.

With that, they could replace the outsourcing agencies, and the people in them, who do the routine desk work that keeps a big firm running.

The savings became profit, and the profit went to the people who own the company. The worker who got more done saw it land in the firm’s accounts, not in their pay cheque.

The pattern is not new; only the engine behind it is.

The Economic Policy Institute in Washington watches what American workers are paid. Since 1948 it has tracked two lines.

One is productivity: how much the country produces for each hour worked. The other is what workers take home.

From 1948 to about 1973 the two lines rose in step, as if tied by a thread. Produce more, earn more: the pie grows, everyone gets a bigger slice.

Then something broke.

Take the years 1979 to 2013, the stretch where the Institute’s matched figures run cleanest. Across that stretch, net productivity, which is productivity after replacing worn-out machines, rose by roughly 60 per cent.

The bottom 90 per cent of earners did not see that. Their pay rose by about 15 per cent.

The two lines have never come back together, and on the Institute’s running update, through 2024, the gap has only widened.

Economists argue about the size of the gap, which depends on how you adjust for inflation, but no credible measure makes it disappear.

And all of that happened before generative AI shipped.

AI did not create this pattern. AI speeds it up. If you run a firm and want to cut costs, AI is the best tool anyone has ever handed you.

AI is fast, it copies for nothing, it never sues for unfair dismissal and it never turns up hungover on a Monday morning. The 5 per cent know this very well.

They are not using AI to make workers more productive; they are using it to make workers unnecessary.

And the extra money flows upward.



Give it time

The MIT economist David Autor has argued, most recently in 2024, that machines have far more often helped workers than replaced them. The spreadsheet did not end accounting; it raised what accountants could do, and what they earned.

He expects AI to do the same: make expert help cheaper, so more people can afford it, and open new kinds of skilled work. He is right about the history.

But that history is one of machines that still needed a person somewhere along the line. The dark factory is the case where that need ends.

Even so, the optimist has a second answer, and it deserves a fair hearing. In 2021 three economists put the case for patience with more care than anyone. They called it the productivity J-curve: the pay-off from a new technology dips before it climbs, years after the technology arrives.

Early days, says the optimist who leans on it: each big new technology looks like a let-down at first and pays off years later.

New kinds of jobs will appear that no one can yet name. Give it time.

Grant it: the curve is probably real for AI too.

Daron Acemoglu, perhaps the most careful economist working on AI and jobs, puts a ceiling on it. He expects AI to add at most about 0.66 per cent to productivity over the next decade.

That sounds modest. This book reads it as the flat part of the curve, the years before the pay-off arrives.

Then ask the one question the optimist cannot answer. What kinds of jobs?

Suppose that, once thinking is cheap, the world wants far more of it than today. The thing doing that thinking is a model: a trained program that costs next to nothing to copy and serves any number of people at once. The money from all that demand still goes to whoever owns it, not to the person typing the instructions.

The old jobs paid by the hour, and the hour belonged to the worker.

A typist could type one document at a time and sell that hour to one employer, so the typist’s pay rose roughly in line with what the typist’s hour produced.

The new jobs are not like that: the tool that does the work is a model, and the worker rents it from someone else.

The architect who once sold drawing hours now sells time on a design system that costs almost nothing to run one more time, and whoever owns that system takes the return.

The new jobs may be many, and good ones too, but the pay will not keep the value they create. The worker does not own the model.

The J-curve does not save the worker. When the line finally turns up, the money lands with whoever owns the model, not with the person working beside it.

The timing is the whole problem: by the time the pay-off arrives, the question of who owns what will have hardened.

The only way to spread the extra money widely is to decide who owns the machines before the money arrives. Once the money is in someone’s pocket, it is too late to share it out.

Wait until 2040, until dark factories have spread from Changping to each part of every economy, and by then we will be arguing about taxing wealth that has already piled up.

That is a harder fight, and one we have been losing for fifty years.

The J-curve is not a comfort. It is a deadline.



Back to the factory

Midnight again in Changping, and the machines are still running. The robots are still building a phone about every three seconds, and the lights are still off.

But somewhere, people’s lives hang on that floor: some live in a glass tower in Beijing, some in a dormitory in Zhengzhou.

Some live on a council estate in Nottingham, some in a suburb outside Detroit, some in a high-rise above a call-centre floor in the Philippines.

Some of them used to work on lines like this one. Their jobs are gone.

Some keep the machines running and handle the odd cases the system cannot yet manage; their jobs exist for now, and they can see where the line is heading.

And some own shares in Xiaomi. Others hold them in an index fund, which buys a slice of every big company at once and picks none. Put money in, and you own a sliver of the lot.

They gain each time the factory gets more efficient, and the money flows into their savings while they sleep.

If your pension holds shares, you are somewhere on this list too.

So the question this book asks is simple: in an economy where machines can do more and more of what people once did, who gets the extra money?

One warning before the rest of the book. Greedy bosses, firms on the hunt, a parliament in their pocket: it is tempting to read this as a story with villains. In places that reading holds, but it misses the engine.

The Xiaomi boss who signed off on the Changping plant stole nothing from anyone; the firm that kept the extra profit from its best call-centre agents broke no law and no contract.

What this chapter has named is not a crime. It is a piece of arithmetic. A thing that can be copied for nothing pays whoever owns the original, not the people whose work went into it.

The maths behind it is more than seventy years old. Paul Samuelson set it out in 1954, in a paper three pages long. He showed why ordinary prices cannot handle a thing that everyone can use at once.

He was not writing about who gets paid. This book takes his idea one step further, to who gets paid.

The owners of the new factories come in two kinds: one is the big labs that train the models, the other the small firms built on top of them. Chapter 2 looks at both, and takes the sum apart inside one firm.

Neither is a robber baron; calling them villains feels good and changes nothing.

The horse of this book’s title is the human worker: the stocking knitter in Nottingham two centuries ago, the call-centre agent in the Philippines. Neither is in the Changping factory, but the horse is still here.

The horse is reading this book, wondering what happens next.

The same technology that could make us all richer could also make most of us poorer and a few of us very rich. The machines do not care which.

What decides it is what we build around them: who owns them, what the tax rules say, who holds a claim on what they produce.

The Nottingham workers who smashed the new knitting machines in 1811 were right about who would gain from them, and wrong only about how long the hurt would last.

The unions, votes and political choices that later turned factory output into wealth for most people did not appear by themselves; people fought for them, and they took a century to build.

We do not have a century.

The pay-off is coming. And right now, in boardrooms and parliaments and investors’ meetings most of us will never see, people are deciding who owns the machines.

This book is an argument for looking up. For asking who owns the stable before the horse is gone.



Where this comes from


	Xiaomi’s own launch disclosures on the Changping smart factory, as reported by TrendForce, “Xiaomi’s Smart Factory Opens with 10 Million Annual Flagship Smartphone Capacity”, July 2024. Company figures, not independently audited.

	International Federation of Robotics, World Robotics 2024 (robot density, 2023) and World Robotics 2025 (the fleet), Frankfurt.

	National Bureau of Statistics of China, the national economic censuses of 2013, 2018 and 2023; export figures from the General Administration of Customs of China, first quarter 2026.

	Erik Brynjolfsson, Danielle Li and Lindsey Raymond, “Generative AI at Work”, the call-centre study, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 2025. Told in full in chapter 3.

	MIT NANDA, “The GenAI Divide: State of AI in Business 2025”, 2025.

	Economic Policy Institute, Washington, “The Productivity-Pay Gap”, updated series through 2024.

	Erik Brynjolfsson, Daniel Rock and Chad Syverson, “The Productivity J-Curve”, American Economic Journal: Macroeconomics, 2021.

	Daron Acemoglu, “The Simple Macroeconomics of AI”, NBER Working Paper 32487, 2024, published in Economic Policy, 2025, for the ceiling on what AI adds to productivity over a decade.

	David Autor, “Applying AI to Rebuild Middle Class Jobs”, 2024, for the case that machines have more often helped workers than replaced them; the answer to it is the source chapter’s own.

	Paul A. Samuelson, “The Pure Theory of Public Expenditure”, Review of Economics and Statistics, 1954.

	E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 1963, for the Nottingham machine-breakers of 1811.







2. Micro-Giants

One building in downtown San Francisco, on 28 May 2026. The firm inside it is five years old: seven researchers left OpenAI to start it, and they called it Anthropic. That day it sold new shares to investors for cash, in one go, which is what the trade calls a funding round.

Nothing went on sale to the public: the shares changed hands in private, between the firm and the people putting the money in. The round brought in $65 billion, out of one building, in a single day. More money than most people will ever see change hands.

The price those buyers paid set a value on the whole firm of $965 billion. A valuation is what a company is worth, judged by the price investors paid in its latest round.

The figure is not money in the bank. This sale was private and came before any public listing, so it may be revised.

Anthropic, working out of one building, was now within reach of the largest listed technology companies on earth.

If you earn your living thinking at a desk, this chapter is about where the money goes. It no longer comes through payslips like yours, and these pages follow it out of the building. The clerk in Antwerp or Ohio whose desk went is on the wrong side of that.

A firm that sells machine intelligence can take in tens of billions a year with a few thousand people.

Growing sales no longer means hiring. The money that used to go out as wages goes to chips, power and data centres instead.

The trade press has a name for such a firm. A micro-giant is a company with a small firm’s staff and a giant’s sales, because it sells machine intelligence.

The name covers the big labs that train the models and the small firms built on top of them. Chapter 1 promised a look at both.

Here it is.


The number that is the book

Fortune’s reporters put Anthropic’s staff at about 2,300 people in December 2025. By the week of the round the count was somewhere between that and 3,000. The firm does not publish its headcount, so read this as the best public estimate rather than a verified figure.

Reporters put its sales the same week at a rate of $47 billion a year. That rate is a projection from one recent month, not a full year of sales already in the books.

Those were the press-release numbers. The next one is the book.

Set the sales against the people and you get revenue per employee: a company’s yearly sales divided by the number of people it employs. It is the number owners watch when they want to know how much each desk in the place is carrying.

For each person on Anthropic’s payroll, that comes to somewhere between sixteen and twenty million dollars a year.

Alphabet, the closest of the big older technology firms, makes about $1.9 million per employee. Walmart, the largest private employer on earth, makes roughly $310,000 per person.

[image: Bar chart of yearly sales per employee. Anthropic brings in 16 to 20 million dollars a head. Alphabet brings in 1.9 million dollars. Walmart brings in 310,000 dollars. Anthropic’s bar is many times longer than the other two.]

Anthropic’s bar runs almost the full width; Walmart’s is a thin sliver.

Walmart is the shape of the economy that employed the ordinary worker for most of the last century. That is why this book leans on it hardest.

The Anthropic figure is somewhere between eight and sixty-five times what the wider economy lives by.

One caution. The per-head sums for Alphabet and Walmart are the author’s own, worked out from each firm’s annual report, so read all three as rough measures of size rather than audited accounts.

The first reflex is to call a number like this a freak: one product, one moment, the way fax machines briefly made money nobody could explain in the early 1980s.

That reflex is wrong. The number is a preview, not a freak.



Bread and a lighthouse

In 1954 Paul Samuelson, the economist chapter 1 met, drew a line between two kinds of goods. A loaf of bread is used up: if you eat it, I cannot. A lighthouse beam is not: your ship’s use of the light does nothing to dim it for mine.

For most of history almost everything people made was the bread kind: wheat, steel, an hour of a lawyer’s time.

A lawyer’s hour given to one client was gone for the next, and the whole pay structure of office work rested on that fact. So did the salaried middle class of the last century, with its hourly bill, its partnership and its long years of study.

A trained model is the lighthouse kind: any number of servers can hold its weights, the file of learned numbers that is the model itself. Copy the file and you have the model.

One copy can serve ten people or ten million. The copy does not tire, does not forget and does not join a union.

Answering questions is not free. While a chip is running my question it is not running yours, and the power that drives it is real and metered.

Building the model is dear, and answering one more question is nearly free.

So growth changes shape. To serve ten million people, a firm buys more chips and signs a bigger power contract. It needs no more staff than it needed for ten thousand.

Now count the jobs that never appear. The firm does not hire a thousand analysts, open a regional office or take on a graduate intake. No one was turned down for those posts, because there were no posts.

Those jobs used to arrive in a town when a firm did well. A good year for the firm was a good year for the people around it.

What the firm buys instead comes from a chip maker and the power grid, not from anyone looking for work.

Inside such a firm, staff stop being the engine of growth and become a cost. The best team is the smallest one that can keep the model running, the servers patched, the regulators answered, the customers billed and the press calls returned.

None of those jobs grows in step with sales.

The few people who set the model’s direction are worth a fortune. The firm no longer needs the many who used to do the work the model now does.

The venture-capital world likes this shape and admires it without a trace of irony. Call it the tyranny of small teams. Whether that reads as tyranny or as freedom depends on which end of the table you are sitting at.

In the firm’s accounts, the people the model replaced are no longer the firm’s problem. They are someone else’s problem.



The small firm on top

Cursor, a firm selling a tool for writing software, passed $100 million a year in sales in late 2024. It had fewer than twenty engineers. The numbers come from an industry tracker and are not audited.

Cursor trains no model of its own. The firm sits on top of a model from Anthropic or OpenAI and adds a product, a brand and a subscription to charge for.

Its staff really is small, and its per-head sales are real in the way that matters.

In June 2026 SpaceX bought Cursor outright for $60 billion in stock. That was the largest takeover of a venture-backed start-up on record. The reporting is provisional and may yet be revised.

The small firm did not vanish; the owner of the computing power beneath it bought it.

Names change; the arithmetic does not.



An investor objects

An experienced venture investor will stop me here, and the objection deserves a straight answer. Revenue per employee, the investor says, is a vanity number.

Anthropic and OpenAI are not light on costs at all. They have swapped a wage bill for a chip bill and a data-centre bill, so the cost has not gone away; it has moved to a new line of the accounts.

Granted. Granted entirely. The swap is real, and the per-head figure read on its own does flatter these firms.

One more concession while we are here. Investors’ money, not what the firms earn, pays for the chips and data centres at the moment. That will end.

When it does, the labs’ numbers will look different, but on this book’s reading they will not go back to last century’s shape. The move from wages to chips is built in, and only the amount investors are willing to pour in comes and goes.

But the swap is the point of this chapter, and the point is darker than the objection.

Follow the money out of that San Francisco building.

From the investors it goes to the chip foundries of TSMC in Hsinchu, and to the supply chain that NVIDIA runs. The rest goes to the three or four data-centre firms big enough to build at that scale.

In June 2026 the flow turned literal. These firms pay for compute: the computing power, chips, electricity and data centres, that trains and runs the models.

The bill buys rows of chips in a building, the power to run them and the cooling to keep them working.

Anthropic had signed for all of one data centre’s compute. The data centre is Colossus 1 in Memphis, which has belonged to SpaceX since early 2026. The price is about $1.25 billion a month through 2029.

Google agreed the same month to pay SpaceX roughly $920 million a month for room at Colossus. That buys the use of some 110,000 NVIDIA chips.

Between them the two contracts send on the order of $26 billion a year to a single landlord. That is for renting chips alone.

Think of it as rent: two tenants and one landlord, with not one payslip in the sum.

The old economy put capital to work through people. A steel mill bought rolling mills and hired rollers, an investment bank bought a trading floor and hired traders, and an accountancy firm bought office space and hired juniors.

Those wages were what households lived on, on the other side of the payslip.

The new economy puts capital to work around people, and the billions flow to silicon, electricity and concrete. They do not flow to households.

The horror is not that these firms run on pennies. The horror is that they can spend billions without hiring anyone to run the machines.

The wage earner, the horse of this book’s title, is nowhere near that money. The money goes around the wage earner.



The manager’s desk

In March 2024 Bloomberg’s reporters, working from one industry tracker’s figures, put a number on what financial journalists had started to call the middle compression.

In 2018 middle managers made up roughly 20 per cent of white-collar job cuts. By early 2024 they made up more than 30 per cent.

If you run a team from a desk, think back to 2018. One in five of the desk jobs cut that year was a job like yours. By early 2024 it was more than three in ten.

These numbers are reported, not audited.

Why the managers? Suppose a model can produce, at scale, what a hundred people used to produce in a quarter. Then a workforce built around producing that thing is overweight.

Every wave of automation brought the same panic, and every panic turned out to be wrong. That is the oldest and strongest objection to this chapter.

The loom put the weavers out of work, and a far bigger textile industry grew up around it. The motor car abolished the coachman, and a car industry employing tens of millions filled the space.

The answer is in what those industries sold. Cloth is used up, so each new buyer needed another yard, and another yard needed hands to make it, even if fewer hands than before.

Every earlier machine made work that way. A model does not: its next user costs watts, not wages.

The last tech boom was not like that either. The tiny teams of the 2010s made it free to carry a photo or a message from one person to the next, but the photo still came from a person.

Web 2.0 automated the postman; AI automates the author.

The postman scaled, and the letter writer kept her work. Now the writer is automated too, and there is no floor left below her.

On this book’s reading, the cuts in the restructuring pages are not a passing dip. The micro-giant’s numbers and the manager’s empty desk sit on opposite sides of one line, the firms doing the displacing on one side and the firms displaced on the other.

Two ends of the same sum.



What this chapter does not claim

A senior engineer at one of these firms still has a job in 2026. That engineer reads the code the machine writes, catches its mistakes and makes the design calls that decide whether the system survives. Nothing has replaced that job, and nothing will for some time.

What the firm no longer needs is the beginner: the person who wrote the first draft, ran the tests and brought the result to a senior for review.

The senior’s job remains. The apprenticeship that made seniors does not.

Three more things this chapter does not claim. First, that every firm will have forty staff by 2030.

The big firms already here will stay large for a long time. They have channels to sell through, rules to answer to and a great deal of capital tied up in what they do. Most workers will go on working for them for years.

The micro-giant is the leading edge, not the average firm.

Second, that the micro-giants survive. You can accept everything above and still bet against them.

Most may get bought, or overtaken by labs whose names we do not yet know. SpaceX buying Cursor did not refute the sum; it confirmed it.

Third, that the workers now displaced will find work that pays as well. That is chapter 3’s question, and this chapter does not promise a comfortable answer.

So the saving is real, and it lands on the firm’s side. The firms doing the cutting show that daily in the restructuring columns.

But does the worker lose, and if so by how much, and in what currency? To answer that you have to leave the spreadsheets and go where the cost of thinking for a living is actually paid. Chapter 3 goes to the call-centre floors of the Philippines.

Before turning the page, hold the shape of what this chapter’s numbers record.

Read from the firm’s side, it is a triumph of engineering: more sales, fewer people. Read from the other side of the payslip, it is something colder.

The micro-giant did not just shake up an industry. Quietly, it rewrote the terms on which thinking is bought and sold.

The micro-giant turned its own astonishing efficiency into a weapon. That weapon points, for good, at white-collar wages.

If you sell thinking for a living, it is pointed at your pay.

Most of those people have not yet noticed the price.



Where this comes from


	Anthropic, its own announcement of the $65 billion funding round, 28 May 2026; CNBC and Bloomberg reporting the same day.

	TechCrunch, “Anthropic Raises $65B, Nears $1T Valuation Ahead of IPO”, 28 May 2026, for the rate of sales; Fortune, reporting of about 2,300 employees, December 2025.

	Alphabet, Form 10-K for 2024; Walmart, Form 10-K for financial year 2024. The per-head figures are the author’s own sums from these filings.

	Paul A. Samuelson, “The Pure Theory of Public Expenditure”, Review of Economics and Statistics, 1954.

	Sacra, “Anysphere/Cursor”, 2025, for Cursor’s sales and staff.

	CNBC, “SpaceX to Acquire the AI Coding Startup Cursor for $60 Billion”, 16 June 2026.

	Sertac Aktan, “Google Rents SpaceX’s AI Supercomputers for $920M a Month, Ahead of IPO”, Euronews, 9 June 2026; CNBC and TechCrunch reporting, 5 June 2026.

	Bloomberg, “Middle Manager Jobs Make Up 30% of White Collar Layoffs”, 15 March 2024, drawing on Live Data Technologies figures.







3. The Cognitive Labour Cost

Autumn 2020, the night shift on a call-centre floor in the Philippines. Long rows of low-walled cubicles, the air-conditioning humming over them, and the steady clack of five thousand keyboards.

The agents answer support tickets for American customers, on American time, in an English those customers would take for Midwestern. Outside it is night, and on the screens it is the American working day.

Their employer is a big American software company, one of the Fortune 500, and the study that made this floor famous never names it. The firm pays the agents by the hour, with a bonus on top for doing better than the colleagues around them. That autumn it handed a new tool to some of them and not to others.

The tool was an AI assistant, built on an early GPT model from OpenAI. The assistant read each live chat as it happened and pushed the agent a suggested reply, with a link into the firm’s own manuals.

Here is the claim. AI makes a new worker nearly as good as an experienced one within weeks.

So firms hire fewer beginners and pay them less. The machine learns its craft from the experienced workers. They get nothing for it.

If your son or daughter leaves college this year, this chapter is about the first rung of the ladder they are reaching for. Fewer junior jobs, the first jobs people take when starting out, and lower pay on the ones that are left.

Your own pay cheque has not visibly fallen, which is why none of this may feel like your problem yet.


Two months for six

Three economists, Erik Brynjolfsson, Danielle Li and Lindsey Raymond, watched the firm roll the assistant out as it happened, and almost no company has ever let researchers do that.

The firm did not hand the tool to everyone at once. Agents on the same team, in the same office, got it at different times between late 2020 and the middle of 2021, and the order depended on training slots and licences rather than how good anyone was.

That put an agent with the tool next to a colleague still waiting for it, the two of them doing the same work at the same moment. A small pilot, in which the tool went out at random, anchored the whole design.

This rollout gives the cleanest measurement anyone has of what generative AI does to a real workforce.

In all, 5,172 agents took part. Note the date: the tool arrived in the autumn of 2020, two years before ChatGPT. The change this chapter describes began before the public had heard of the technology now blamed for it.

On average the tool lifted the number of problems an agent solved per hour by 15 per cent. Where she used to close twenty tickets, she now closed about twenty-three.

Among the least skilled and least experienced agents, output rose by 30 per cent. Ten tickets became thirteen.

Output among the most skilled barely moved, and on two measures the tool made the top performers slightly worse.

The tool did not replace the agents: it sat beside them and made them better at the work, the beginners most of all.

The number that matters most is not the 30 per cent. It is what that speed squeezed.

Take an agent two months into the job, with the tool. She did the work as well as a colleague without it who had been there more than six months.

Half a year of learning, done in two months.

The firm had paid junior, mid-level and senior agents at three different rates. Experience was worth paying for. With the tool, the climb up that ladder took a third of the time.

A model trained on chat logs could now copy six months of know-how that is hard to write down. That know-how was what had justified the senior rate.

The study found more. Requests to pass a customer up to a supervisor fell by roughly 25 per cent. About one call in four that used to go upstairs now stayed at the desk.

Fewer new agents quit, too. The share of beginners walking out fell by some 40 per cent, almost entirely because the tool made the first months bearable. Of every five who would have left, about two stayed.

When the software went down for planned maintenance, the agents who had used it kept working faster than they had before it arrived. The tool was not just prompting them. It was teaching them.

Reading the chat logs, the economists watched the less skilled agents pick up the habits of the best. They learned the words that calm an angry customer, and the order in which to ask the questions. They learned the small phrases that show you are listening.

Among agents without the tool, the gap between how the best and the worst wrote stayed where it was. Once the firm switched the tool on, the worst began to write like the best.

The system was reading the chats of the firm’s best agents, boiling down their craft and serving it back to everyone else.

The best agents were teaching. Nobody paid them for it.



Who wrote the manual

Back on that floor in the Philippines, every chat the agents typed became an example the machine learned from.

The best of them wrote the training data, one conversation at a time, and not one of them owned a share of the system their skill had built.

The extra money went to the firm.

One hedge before going further: the economists measured how much work got done, not what anyone was paid.

What we know about pay is how the bonus worked. Each agent’s bonus depended on beating the other agents, and the tool had just lifted the other agents.

So the best agents, whose chats trained it, may well have ended up with less.

The firm broke no rule. It bought a tool and the tool worked. Nobody stole anything.

But the best agents’ craft became the firm’s property, and it went by the name of a productivity tool.

That ladder did not shorten by accident. It shortened because the tool handed out, for free, the very skill that had justified the higher rungs.

That is the chapter’s claim inside a single workplace, and everything that follows has to be measured against it.

They wrote the manual. The firm kept it.



One floor is not an economy

In April 2024 Daron Acemoglu, an economist at MIT, put the sceptic’s case in numbers, and it is the best version of that case anyone has made. One clean study in one back office, he argued, however well designed, tells you nothing about a whole economy.

He does not deny the call-centre result. He denies the leap from it.

His arithmetic starts from what AI can actually reach: the tasks it is able to do at all, and the saving on each one of them. Productivity is how much the country produces for each hour worked. Add it all up, and AI lifts American productivity by no more than 0.66 per cent over ten years.

About 66 cents on 100 dollars, after a decade.

He is right about the size, and this book does not argue with his sums.

But read the same paper to the end, because Acemoglu himself shows that even on this small total the split moves sharply. Industry commentary has almost entirely ignored that half of his argument.

One of his numbers is about what the owners get. He calls it the capital share: the slice of a country’s income that goes to owners as profit, rent and interest.

The capital share rises by 0.31 to 0.38 percentage points over the decade. That is about a third of a cent in every dollar the country earns.

Pay falls, after inflation, for several groups of workers, and women with little formal education lose most of all.

Small numbers. But they move one way: from the people who work to the people who own.

The most sceptical serious estimate of AI there is predicts a wider gap between owners and workers.

The reason sits in the same paper, and it predicted what the next two studies would find.

AI makes a beginner’s tasks cheap to do. She gets through more of them in an hour than she used to.

The price of that work falls too. It falls faster than her output rises, the theory says.

She produces more per hour, and her pay still slips behind everyone else’s.

So the country’s output can grow by a sliver while the share going to owners moves for good.

Acemoglu and this book agree on the diagnosis, and they part only on the cure: let the market sort it out, or decide first who owns what the machines earn.

His sums are a warning, not a comfort.



The youngest go first

In November 2025 Erik Brynjolfsson, the economist from the call centre, published a second study with Bharat Chandar and Ruyu Chen at Stanford.

They had payroll records covering millions of American workers, running up to September 2025. Not a survey of what people said about their jobs, but the pay files themselves.

They asked one question: had employment moved differently for workers in the jobs most open to AI than for everyone else?

A model can already do a good part of some jobs: writing software, drafting legal documents, doing analysis. Those are the jobs most open to AI.

The answer, on the cleanest reading, is yes.

Take workers aged 22 to 25, in the fifth of jobs most open to AI. Between 2022 and mid-2025 their employment fell by 16 per cent against everyone else’s.

That is a gap against other workers, not a count of jobs lost.

Workers the same age, in jobs AI cannot reach, held steady or grew. Workers over 30 in the same exposed jobs held steady too.

The squeeze lands on the youngest, in the fields most affected.

The Stanford economists checked the obvious other explanations one by one. It is not the tech sector, because the result holds with every computer job taken out.

It is not working from home, and it is not a hiring slowdown caused by interest rates.

A pattern in payroll records cannot see inside any one firm’s hiring decisions. What it shows is that where AI can do the work, the youngest workers are the ones losing ground.

Put this beside the call centre and the two fit together: the tool made a beginner nearly as good as an experienced agent.

Firms did not respond by hiring more beginners. They hired fewer.

Shrinking the intake of beginners is easier than letting go senior staff whose know-how is hard to write down. The faster work in the call centre and the loss on the payroll are the same story from two angles.

An economist will object here, and it is the objection every earlier machine has earned. Cheaper work means employers buy more of it, and more demand pulls the beginners back in.

That assumes the new work has to be done by people. It does not.

One more answer from the model costs next to nothing, so computing power meets the extra demand, not new hires. Earlier machines pushed workers into the tasks the machine could not yet do. This one takes the beginner’s whole task.

The next junior hire is not a graduate. It is a copy of the model.



The first rung

In December 2025 three economists at the IESE business school published a count of their own: José Azar, Mireia Giné and Javier Sanz-Espín. They went through the profiles of well over a hundred million American workers.

They asked what happened to starting pay at the companies most open to AI after ChatGPT launched in late 2022.

Starting pay at those companies fell by 4.5 per cent on average.

For junior jobs it fell by 6.3 per cent. For every 100 dollars a beginner would have started on before, she now starts on about 94.

For mid-level jobs it fell by 5.9 per cent. Senior pay did not fall at all; if anything it rose a little.

The two drops are one drop. The beginners nobody hired did not disappear.

They went after the mid-level openings instead, crowded that rung and pulled its pay down too.

Why are the seniors spared? Their pay is protected, for now, by know-how that is hard to write down, the kind the model has not yet fully taken in.

That is not an exception to the squeeze. It is the last place the squeeze has yet to reach.

The three economists end on a warning. In most trades the dull work of a first job is where people learn. Take that away, and it is hard to see where the next lot of senior staff comes from.

If your daughter leaves college this year, this is the ladder she is climbing. Fewer first rungs, and each one lower.



Seed corn

In February 2026 Daron Acemoglu, again, published a warning of a different kind with two colleagues at MIT, Dingwen Kong and Asuman Ozdaglar. They are not measuring anything. They are running a set of assumptions forward on paper to see where they lead.

This book takes the warning seriously, but it is a warning worked out on paper and not something already measured.

Think of how a doctor or a programmer works. Each hard case she solves does two things at once.

It answers the problem in front of her, and it adds a little to what her whole trade knows. That addition is a case note, a comment on somebody’s code, an answer posted where the next person will find it.

Now the AI hands her the answer, and she takes it, closes the case and writes no note.

She fixes the bug and never posts on the forum. Nobody refills the trade’s shared stock of know-how.

The paper shows what follows. If the AI is accurate enough, and people are quick enough to lean on it, the economy tips into what the authors call knowledge collapse.

The advice stays good for now. The know-how underneath it wears away.

The obvious reply is that there has never been more material to learn from. Code, scans and chat logs pile up faster than anyone could read them.

The reply misses a distinction. The logs capture signals. They do not capture judgements.

What the case note kept was not the raw data but the doctor’s reasoning about why this odd case mattered. A machine can copy patterns, but it cannot copy the taste that decides which pattern is worth writing down.

And the next model learns from exactly this human writing-down. If people stop producing it, the next model learns from thinner material.

The AI economy, on this reading, is in danger of eating its own seed corn: the grain a farmer keeps back to plant next spring.

The system took its craft from the agents in the Philippines, and they kept no share of what it earns. Do the same across every desk job and the machine uses up the very know-how that made it.

The next generation of workers will not produce the know-how the next generation of models needs.

The seed corn is going into the machine.



Where the disease showed up

A worker reading this in 2026 might be forgiven for being confused. She has read that a tool made beginners nearly as good as old hands within weeks.

Firms then hired fewer beginners and paid them less. The old hands whose know-how taught the tool got nothing for it.

And yet. The productivity numbers are real, and her pay cheque has not visibly fallen.

The dark factory in Changping is far away, and the call centre in the Philippines is not where her cousin works.

The headline figures still describe an American economy at full employment: low unemployment, modest pay growth, decent output.

Your own pay slip will not show it either. The first place it shows is the pay slip of whoever is starting out.

So where, exactly, did the disease show up?

It showed up where the headline numbers were not looking. Chapter 4 goes to the chart economists have argued over for decades.

The most measured economy in history has shown the symptom since 1973: pay that stopped following output. The patient still does not believe she is sick.



Where this comes from


	Erik Brynjolfsson, Danielle Li and Lindsey Raymond, “Generative AI at Work”, the call-centre study: NBER working paper 2023, Quarterly Journal of Economics, May 2025. The figures are the published version’s.

	Daron Acemoglu, “The Simple Macroeconomics of AI”, NBER working paper, April 2024 and its revision; Economic Policy, 2025.

	Erik Brynjolfsson, Bharat Chandar and Ruyu Chen, “Canaries in the Coal Mine? Six Facts about the Recent Employment Effects of Artificial Intelligence”, Stanford Digital Economy Lab, November 2025.

	José Azar, Mireia Giné and Javier Sanz-Espín, “AI Is Already Eroding Wages”, SSRN working paper, December 2025, summarised in IESE Insight.

	Daron Acemoglu, Dingwen Kong and Asuman Ozdaglar, “AI, Human Cognition and Knowledge Collapse”, NBER working paper, February 2026.







4. The Great Decoupling

A few hundred people worked at the tea factory at Gémenos, outside Marseille, on one packing line. They packed Éléphant, the brand that supplied much of France with its herbal tea, and for most of the factory’s working life the owners were local people. In 1972 Unilever bought it.

The people on that line spent the next twenty years improving it. They redesigned the packing machines, changed the parts that measured out the tea and hunted down the faults that stopped the line most often.

By the early 1990s the line at Gémenos ran more than 50 per cent faster than before. Half again as much tea, from the same people, in the same hours.

They had called in no consultants and spent nothing on new machines. The workers had done it with their own hands and nothing else, and the plant made more money as a result.

So what did the workers get?


What the workers got

Years later, when the workers were occupying the plant to stop it closing, the anthropologist David Graeber collected their testimony. He also wrote down the rule that had been taken for granted before 1980: a workforce whose work raised a firm’s profits could expect some share of the money.

Asked what the management had done with the money, one of them gave him the answer.

“Did they give any of that money to us?” No. “Did they use it to hire more workers, buy new machines or expand?” No.

“So what did they do? They started hiring more and more white-collar workers.”

The plant filled up with managers in suits, he said, sent down from the regional offices and from Brussels and Rotterdam. They arrived without a task of their own and went looking for one that would justify the salary. New ranks of middle managers grew between the floor and the top.

In the end one of those new managers came up with a way to cut costs. Why not shut the plant, sack the workers and move the work to Poland?

In 2010 Unilever announced it would close the plant. The workers refused to go, occupied the buildings and kept negotiating, and they were still there four years later.

In 2014 they won the machines, and money from Unilever to start again. They set up their own company, a cooperative called SCOP-TI, which this time they owned themselves.

The tea they sell is called 1336, after the number of days their fight lasted. The cooperative is still trading today.

Two honest cautions before this story is asked to carry any weight. Those managers were on wages themselves, so in the strict sense the money first moved inside the payroll, from the people on the floor to the people in the offices.

And this is one French factory, told by its own workers to one writer, and the chart in the next section is American. Take it as a parallel case, not a stand-in.

What the story does, better than any chart, is kill one explanation. That explanation says pay stalled because workers stopped getting more productive. The people at Gémenos built the extra output with their own hands.

Their share of it was zero.



Two lines that came apart

Here is the claim of this chapter. After 1973 American workers turned out more every year while their pay barely moved, and the reason was not that they had stopped getting better at their jobs.

The reason was that they were losing their seat at the table, the place where a firm’s extra money is shared out. AI is now finishing that job.

Nothing in this chapter is far from your own pay slip. If yours has not kept up with how much more you get through in a day, the reason is not your skills and not your fault, and more training will not mend it.

The Economic Policy Institute in Washington watches what American workers are paid. In 2015 two of its economists, Josh Bivens and Lawrence Mishel, put two lines on one chart running from 1948 to 2014.

[image: Line chart for the United States, 1948 to 2014. One line is productivity, the other the typical worker’s hourly pay, both shown as growth since 1948. They rise together until 1973. After that productivity climbs to about 239 per cent, while pay barely moves, from about 91 to about 109 per cent.]

Until 1973 the two lines run as one; after it, the top line climbs on alone.

The first line is productivity: how much the country produces for each hour worked. The second is the hourly pay of the typical worker: ordinary staff, not managers or supervisors, who make up about eight in ten private-sector employees.

From 1948 to 1973 the two lines rise together as if welded. Productivity rose by 96.7 per cent over those twenty-five years. Hourly pay rose by 91.3 per cent.

Produce nearly twice as much in an hour, and you were paid nearly twice as much for it. The gap between the two lines at the end was small enough to count as noise.

Then, in 1973, the lines split. Productivity kept climbing. Pay went flat, as if the weld between them had failed.

By 2014 net productivity, or productivity after replacing worn-out machines, had risen a further 72.2 per cent since 1973. The typical worker’s hourly pay had risen 9.2 per cent. That is a gap of 63 percentage points.

Two generations of American working life, in a single accounting line.

The year 1973 brought shocks of its own: the end of the post-war currency system, the first oil crisis and a slowdown in productivity itself. None of them on its own explains the chart, because shocks pass and slowdowns reverse.

What marks these two lines is that they never came back together. Through three expansions, two booms and a decade of very low unemployment, the gap never closed.

Nor is this an American story only. In 2014 two economists, Loukas Karabarbounis and Brent Neiman, went through the official figures of more than fifty countries. They found the labour share, the slice of a country’s income paid out as wages, falling since the early 1980s.

It fell in most of the countries and most of the industries they could measure.

The same split, across most of the rich world.



The sceptic’s case

In 2008 the economist Martin Feldstein put the oldest objection to the chart in writing. The chart, he said, compares apples with oranges.

The chart measures pay against the prices workers meet in the shops. For output it uses the prices of everything the economy makes, computers and machine tools included. The prices of computers and machine tools have collapsed since 1980, so the output line climbs away from the pay line.

The sceptic says that using one measure of prices for both lines closes much of the gap.

He is partly right, and the Institute says so. By its own sums that difference in prices accounts for part of the gap.

Roughly a third of it.

The Institute’s answer is that workers buy groceries, not machine tools, so the difference is a real loss to them rather than a trick of the figures.

Concede the point in full, then. Use one measure of prices, and count benefits such as health insurance and pensions as pay. A gap of roughly 20 to 30 percentage points remains.

Every serious critic of the chart concedes that minimum. Even the minimum is several times the gap of the years before 1973. On its own it is one of the largest sustained transfers in American history.

This chapter stands on the minimum, not on the headline.



The pay at the top

In 1965 the chief executives of America’s largest firms earned about 21 times what the typical worker earned. By 2024 the bosses of America’s largest firms took home 281 times the typical worker’s pay.

Hold that against your own pay slip. On the typical wage you would work 281 years for what one of them is paid in a year.

Most of the pay at the top is not salary at all. Shares in the firm make up the bulk of it, tied to how the share price moves, so the boss is paid as a part-owner rather than as the top rung of the wage ladder.

The boss is not the villain of this chapter. The ratio is a symptom of something deeper, and it is easy to measure only because the law makes firms disclose it.

Most workers who have lost ground are not looking at the boss’s pay packet with envy. They are looking at their own pay slip and finding that the sums do not add up.

The real transfer runs through deeper channels: fewer unions, industries merging into a few dominant firms and the standing threat of moving work abroad. The next section measures them.

The boss’s pay is only the visible tip.



Not your skills

In 2020 two Harvard economists, Anna Stansbury and Lawrence Summers, published a paper called The Declining Worker Power Hypothesis. Summers had been America’s treasury secretary; Stansbury was still finishing her doctorate.

Their target was the standard story about flat pay: that the ordinary worker fell behind because technology ate her niche, and her skills were no longer worth what they had been.

The story is comforting, because it blames no one: nobody chose the technology. Its cure is comfortable too: more education and more retraining, then wait.

The figures do not support it.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics measures workers’ experience and education, taken together. Between 1973 and 2014 that measure grew faster than in the quarter century before.

Look at the lowest-paid workers on their own, and count the ones who had spent at least some time at college.

From one in four in 1979 to nearly one in two by 2014. The workforce got older, more experienced and better educated, and its pay went flat.

Stansbury and Summers say the American worker did not become less productive. She became less powerful.

What they measure is the extra pay a worker could win because the firm was doing well: the rise that comes because the order book is full, not because you moved job. A union could win it; so could a job in a profitable industry, or at a big firm that paid more than a small one.

In the early 1980s that extra pay was worth about 12 per cent of what America’s non-financial companies produced. By 2016 it was 6 per cent.

The piece of a good year that reached the shop floor had halved.

Over the same years labour’s share of what those companies produced fell too. The extra pay that stopped reaching the shop floor more than accounts for the whole of that fall.

Stansbury and Summers do not say technology played no part. They say two forces work together: cheaper machines and weaker workers.

Remember the manager at Gémenos who wanted to move the work to Poland. In economists’ terms that is not a machine replacing a worker; it is a firm using the threat of moving to hold down pay.

And the people whose pay it held down had just made the line 50 per cent faster.

The call centre of chapter 3, where the AI made the agents more productive and the firm kept the extra, was the same story in miniature.

The threat itself is what takes the extra pay off the table. Cheaper machines make the threat easier to believe, so the firm pays less and keeps more. For Gémenos, the cheapest version of that threat was a factory in Poland.

That threat still needed a French workforce to discipline. An AI model needs no one at all.

From 1973 the worker was still in the building, but her seat at the table was slowly taken away. In the economy this book describes there is no worker at the table, because there is no worker.

So if the missing pay is about power and not skill, more training is not an answer. It is an evasion, and the cure has to be about who owns things rather than about what workers know.

Less powerful, not less productive.



Where the money went

In 2020 David Autor and four colleagues went inside America’s factory figures, firm by firm. They asked a simple question. Was each firm paying its own workers a smaller slice, or was the work moving to firms that had always paid a small slice?

The work was moving to firms that had always paid a small slice. Between 1982 and 2012 that move between firms produced almost all of the fall in the workers’ slice, 96 per cent of it.

The firms that spent a large share of their takings on wages lost the market to firms that never hired the floor. Those winning firms pay their few workers well; they simply hire very few of them for the money they make.

Gémenos was the old story, the extra money taken from workers who were already on the payroll. Autor’s firms are the new one, where the money never reached a payroll at all, because the floor was never hired.

The two stories are one event, seen from both ends. Unilever took the extra money from its own floor, then lost ground itself to own-label and online rivals with far fewer staff. Gémenos was the funeral of the old kind of firm, and Autor’s firms are what replaced it.

So where did the typical worker’s missing pay go? To three places.

To the top of the pay scale, as pay tied to the share price. To the owners, as the money the firm kept once its workers could no longer claim a share. And to the firms that never hired the floor.

Across the whole economy, the three are nothing like equal. By Bivens and Mishel’s sums, about six of every ten dollars in the gap went to the top of the pay scale, a far wider group than the bosses.

About three of the ten are not money that went anywhere: they are the difference in prices the sceptic named. Only about one went to the owners and to the firms that never hired the floor.

Most of the worker’s lost pay moved within pay, from the middle of the ladder to the top. At Gémenos it went to the managers in suits.

To the top or to the owners, the story is the same. The floor lost its seat, and the money went to those still at the table: the managers, the bosses and the owners.

Bivens and Mishel’s two lines, Graeber’s factory, Stansbury and Summers’s figures and Autor’s firms all say the same thing. The worker whose pay went flat after 1973 got older, more experienced and better educated, and she produced more every year.

The pay she never got did not vanish. It piled up, year on year, in other hands: at the top of the pay scale, much of it as shares, and with the owners.

She is not a stranger. If your own pay has drifted behind what you get done, you are somewhere on that chart, and no evening class was ever going to close the gap.

The deficit was not in the worker. It was in her seat at the table.



Where this comes from
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	Loukas Karabarbounis and Brent Neiman, “The Global Decline of the Labor Share”, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 2014, for the fall across more than fifty countries.

	Economic Policy Institute, CEO pay series (Josh Bivens and Jori Kandra, 2024; Elise Gould, Josh Bivens and Jori Kandra, 2025), for the 21 to 1 and 281 to 1 ratios.

	Anna Stansbury and Lawrence H. Summers, “The Declining Worker Power Hypothesis”, Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 2020, for the fall in labour’s share and in the extra pay workers could win, 1982 to 2016.

	Bureau of Labor Statistics measure of workers’ experience and education, as reported by Bivens and Mishel drawing on the productivity economist John Fernald, for the growth in experience and education and the college share.
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5. The Capital Republic

In the first week of February 2024 a small group of executives at HPS Investment Partners closed a fund. The money was all in and nobody else could join.

Roughly twenty-one billion dollars had come in, one of the largest pools of its kind to that date. The money came from pension funds, insurance companies and university endowments, with a thin band of very rich people buying in through private banks. One kind of investor was missing, and missing by law.

The ordinary wage earner could not buy into the HPS fund at all, whatever she had saved. Rules written in the 1930s to protect her from investments nobody had checked now keep her out.

Her pension fund may go into that market on her behalf. She herself may not.

The fund’s business is lending. Companies borrow from it, the kind of company that already carries a good deal of debt. On the industry’s own benchmark for funds of this sort, it could expect roughly 9 per cent a year.

One caution before going on. The 9 per cent is a benchmark for funds of this kind, not a figure HPS published. It comes before inflation, and the fair comparison, with inflation stripped out of both sides, comes later in the chapter.

Three weeks earlier the Bureau of Labor Statistics, which counts what American workers are paid, had published a different number. A full-time worker in the middle of the pay scale earned $1,145 a week. Against the same quarter a year earlier, that was up roughly 5 per cent.

After inflation it came to about 2 per cent.

Two numbers, three weeks apart, from the same economy. This chapter is about the fund’s 9 per cent. The wage is the casualty.

If you live on a wage and own no shares, this chapter is about you. Your pay can rise every year and you still fall behind, because a fund like this one is closed to you, and the house you are paying off is not the way round it.

Here is the claim. Money that is already invested grows faster than wages do, in almost every rich country, and no tax has managed to catch it. So more people must own what is growing.


Four hundred names

In the first week of October 2024 Forbes magazine published its yearly list of the four hundred richest Americans. Their combined wealth had reached 5.4 trillion dollars, the largest total the magazine had ever reported.

The same quarter, the Federal Reserve counted what the bottom half of American households owned between them. The answer was 3.89 trillion dollars.

Four hundred people owned more than the bottom half of the country put together. For every dollar a person in the bottom half owns, one of the four hundred owns about 570,000.

Two cautions. The Federal Reserve revises its own count, so a later year’s numbers will have shifted a little. The gap between the four hundred and the bottom half will not have.

And the bottom half includes young doctors and lawyers still paying off their student loans.

Allow for their age and the gap narrows a little, without changing its nature.

That ratio is not new. It had been roughly this size for several years, and it had widened, decade on decade, for forty years.

The gap widened under two Democratic presidents. It widened while voters said, in poll after poll, that the rich and the big companies do not pay their fair share.

That is the fact this chapter has to explain.



One country or many

Chapter 4 touched on two economists, Loukas Karabarbounis and Brent Neiman. In 2014 they published a paper with a blunt title. The labour share, the slice of a country’s income paid out as wages, was falling all over the world.

They had gathered national figures for fifty-nine countries. Each one had at least fifteen years of usable data between 1975 and 2012.

Chapter 4 showed pay coming loose from output in the United States. The two economists asked whether that was an American story, and counted.

The answer was no. Take a hundred dollars of what companies produced. In the early 1980s wages took roughly 64 of it, and by the late 2000s they took about 59.

The fall showed up in forty-two of the fifty-nine countries. That is roughly seven in ten. Seventeen went the other way.

The fall happened in the United States and Germany, in France and Japan, in China and India, in Mexico and Italy.

It happened under right-of-centre governments and under left-of-centre ones, in countries full of unions and in countries with none. It happened with the consistency of a tide, not the politics of an election.

That is why the paper matters to you. If the fall were American only, an American fix might close it: a different tax code, a different labour law. But the same fall, in forty-two countries with forty-two tax codes, is not the work of any one country’s rules.

Not every economist agrees on how wide the fall is. Two others, Germán Gutiérrez and Sophie Piton, took housing and self-employment back out of the figures. They found the fall clear in the United States but largely absent elsewhere.

This book takes the point and keeps its ground. Other economists who took housing out still find a fall: smaller than the headline, but there in most of the countries, and lasting.

Whatever kind of capital is rising, the share going to the worker who owns none of it is shrinking.

Why did it happen? Economists still argue over how much each cause explains. On the International Monetary Fund’s count, about half of the fall in the rich countries came from one thing: from the early 1980s the machine got cheaper than the worker, and firms bought the machine. Millions of firms made that choice, in country after country, over thirty years.

A cheaper machine also weakens the worker’s hand at the table of chapter 4, even when it is never bought.

No parliament can make the machine dear again. Computers will not get dearer by act of Congress, and the thinking machines of the first three chapters are getting cheaper in exactly the same way.

Same engine. Next kind of work.



Growth on growth

In 2013 a French economist named Thomas Piketty published a long book with one short claim. He had worked through three centuries of records for France, Britain, Germany, the United States and a few other rich countries.

He found that invested money grows faster than the economy, and so faster than pay. Economists have argued over his figures for a decade, and the direction has survived with the size broadly intact.

His long-run figure for what invested money earns is about 4 to 5 per cent a year, after inflation. His figure for the growth of a country’s income is about 1 to 2 per cent.

The gap is 2 to 4 percentage points a year. And the gap compounds, which is growth on growth: this year’s return earns its own return next year.

The exact numbers vary by country and by period. The gap is the lasting feature.

Now let the gap stop being a graph. Say invested money grows three points a year faster than a wage that keeps pace with the country. After thirty years the owner can buy about two and a half times as much as the worker.

Your pay can rise every year and you still fall further behind. You are on a treadmill you cannot win by walking faster.

Go back to the fund and the pay slip. The 9 per cent comes before inflation and before the fund’s fees. Taking both off leaves roughly 5 per cent a year.

The wage grew by 2 per cent after inflation. With inflation out of both sides, that is the fair comparison.

Put $100,000 into the fund at that February close and leave the returns to build. Ten years on you hold over $160,000 in today’s money.

Now let the same $100,000 grow at the pace of the wage instead. After the same ten years it has gained a little over a fifth.

Three cautions, and this book keeps every one. The 9 per cent is pay for risks the wage does not run. The loans are hard to sell on, and some borrowers do not pay.

The 2 per cent after inflation was itself a post-pandemic high, and already fading. And a private fund is valued on paper, not at a daily price. A bad year can knock the headline figure down, but it would not close the gap.

Net those out as strictly as you like, and the fund still grows at a rate the wage does not approach.

The scandal is not the size of the return. The scandal is who may sign the form.

The worker in the middle of the American pay scale had no legal route into the HPS fund in 2024.

An index fund inside the retirement account her employer runs was the best she could do. That beats her wage, but the account takes a second round of fees on the way. What stays shut to her, in her own name, is the pay for lending that her pension fund collects on her behalf.

Two countries share one passport. In one of them money grows at the fund’s rate, and in the other it grows at the wage’s.

She lives in the second one.



The tax that could not stay

In 1989 France began charging a wealth tax on its richest households, and the tax lasted until 2018. It was well run and well designed, and it survived governments of the left and of the right.

On the usual account, the tax could not comfortably survive the freedom to move money inside Europe. Rich households were said to move to Belgium, Switzerland and Britain, taking their wealth with them.

How many left, and why, is genuinely contested. The OECD, the rich countries’ own research body, surveyed its members’ wealth taxes in 2018. It calls the evidence on money and its owners moving abroad to escape the tax “very limited”, and puts no euro figure on how much money left.

The one hard number the OECD reports is this. In 2014, 780 households liable to the tax left France. That year 300 came back.

Even that, the OECD notes, came in a year when reforms had lowered the burden on the very wealthy. So the moves may not have been about the tax at all.

What is not contested is the direction. Through the 1990s and 2000s one country after another dropped its wealth tax, and the OECD lists the risk of wealth walking across the border among the main reasons.

Twelve OECD countries had a wealth tax in 1990. By 2017 four still did. France then narrowed its own to property alone, which left three.

Property, alone among the big kinds of wealth, cannot be put on a plane. That is why the surviving taxes narrowed towards it.

The other taxes, on profits from a sale, on trades and on company profits, catch the money as it comes out. But the money compounds inside trusts and private companies the taxman never sees, sometimes for a generation, until the owner’s death wipes the profit off the books before it is ever taxed.

None of this is an argument against taxing the rich. This book does not want lower top rates or an end to inheritance tax.

Tax can slow the gap. On its own it cannot close it.

So a country acting alone has two choices. It can take its cut while the wealth is still forming; taking it back later is a harder fight.

Or it can wait for the world’s tax authorities to agree with one another. That work has taken years to move a single percentage point, against a gap that grows by points every year.

The arithmetic does not wait for the diplomacy.



The house is not the way out

Someone who has paid off her mortgage will object here. Her house has grown into a nest egg worth a quarter of a million dollars. The middle class, she says, does own capital; it just lives inside it.

She has a point, and a serious one. The largest thing the median American household owns, by a long way, is its home.

But a house is a different kind of capital from a share. Shares pay you cash you can spend without selling them. You can sell them a piece at a time, and if you leave the returns in they go on growing.

A house does none of that. Take off the upkeep, the property tax, the wear and what the same money would have earned invested elsewhere. A house then grows at about the rate wages do.

Where it grows faster, you cannot spend the growth without selling the roof over your head. Borrowing against the house, which was the answer the 1990s and 2000s built for exactly this problem, ended in 2008 and has not come back at the old scale.

There is a second catch, and it hits those still paying for their house. Much of what a household buys costs less than it did forty years ago. The house does not.

A house is the toll you pay on the road to owning anything else. That toll has risen in London, Amsterdam, Brussels, Paris and Sydney as surely as in San Francisco and New York.

Where the toll is not housing it is healthcare and education, paid in fees in America and in taxes in most of Europe. So the wage goes on the shopping and on the toll, and what is left at the end of the month almost never reaches the pile that compounds.

The house is the toll, not the way out.



What spreads, compounds

The worker in the middle of the American pay scale closed 2023 a little better off than a year earlier. After inflation, about 2 per cent.

She can work harder. She can vote.

She can back a wealth tax. None of it closes a gap of 570,000 to one in her lifetime.

No tax reform inside American politics does that in a generation. No minimum wage, no union law and no case against a company grown too big does it either.

All of those are good things, and this book has no quarrel with any of them.

They simply arrive after the fact, at wealth that has been compounding for forty years in country after country.

Pay cannot recover the money. Tax cannot recover it on its own. One lever is left: spread the ownership of the thing that is growing.

This chapter does not name the instrument yet. But the shape of the answer is clear, and it has three parts.

Every citizen holds a piece, as a matter of citizenship: no means test, no board deciding who deserves one.

It has to last, kept out of reach of the four-year election cycle the way a central bank is.

And it comes on top of taxes and the welfare state, never instead of them.

A household can already run a small version of this. Chapter 6 opens with a Belgian accountant explaining a tax code his client has never read. He builds that small version one household at a time, through an ordinary fund that has beaten the wage, after costs, over every long stretch since the war.

But that way in reaches only the household with money left at the end of the month. This chapter has just explained why that money is the first to go, to the toll and to the squeezed wage.

So where the household cannot reach, the country has to stand in its place. It takes its share where the wealth is made, before the money is tucked inside a trust and before its owner has moved abroad.

A share of the machine, not a tax on this year’s profits. If you live on a wage, that is the difference between watching the machine earn and holding a claim on what it earns.

Nobody stole anything here. Millions of firms bought the cheaper machine, and the return went to whoever owned the machine rather than to the people who used to do the work.

The horse of this book’s title is the worker, and the worker’s wage has been walking while the money ran.

If capital is the share that grows, taxing it harder will not be enough. The answer is to spread the ownership of capital.



Where this comes from


	HPS Investment Partners, the final close of its Specialty Loan Fund VI, announced 6 February 2024; the 9 per cent benchmark for funds of its kind is from Bain & Company, “Global Private Equity Report 2024”, and Preqin’s quarterly survey, not from HPS.

	United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Usual Weekly Earnings of Wage and Salary Workers, Fourth Quarter 2023”, released January 2024.

	Forbes, “The Forbes 400”, October 2024; Federal Reserve, Distributional Financial Accounts, third quarter of 2024, for the bottom half of households.

	Pew Research, “Top Tax Frustrations for Americans”, April 2023, for what voters tell pollsters about fair shares.

	Loukas Karabarbounis and Brent Neiman, “The Global Decline of the Labor Share”, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 2014.

	Germán Gutiérrez and Sophie Piton, “Revisiting the Global Decline of the (Non-Housing) Labor Share”, Bank of England working paper, 2019, published 2020; the strongest published dissent.

	Cyrille Schwellnus, Mathilde Pak, Pierre-Alain Pionnier and Elena Crivellaro, “Labour Share Developments over the Past Two Decades”, OECD Economics Department working paper, 2018, for the fall that remains once housing is taken out.

	International Monetary Fund, “Understanding the Downward Trend in Labor Income Shares”, World Economic Outlook, April 2017, for the half of the fall put down to technology.

	Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, English edition 2014, for the long-run return and growth figures and the two-and-a-half-times arithmetic.

	OECD, The Role and Design of Net Wealth Taxes in the OECD, 2018, for the count of wealth taxes, the 780 against 300 figure and the “very limited” verdict on flight.







6. The Architecture of Access

October 2024, the back room of a townhouse office on Avenue Louise in Brussels. An accountant named Karel sits across the desk from a client who lives on a salary, and draws two columns on a sheet of A4.

Over the left column he writes DIS, for distributing: a fund that pays its owners cash every year out of what the companies earn. Over the right he writes ACC, for accumulating: a fund that keeps that cash and buys more shares with it.

Under both columns Karel writes the same sum: a thousand euros a month. That is about what a Belgian on a salary might have left once the rent is paid.

Beside the accumulating column he writes 0.12 per cent, the stock-exchange tax the Belgian state charges on the way in. That is the rate on a fund not registered for sale in Belgium, which is the sensible way to buy it.

Then he boxes a second figure next to it. Buy the very same fund registered in Belgium instead, and the rate is 1.32 per cent.

More than ten times as much, for the right fund bought through the wrong door.

Across the bottom of the sheet, in the margin, he writes 30 per cent. The distributing fund pays cash out every year, and every year the tax office takes 30 per cent of that cash before the owner sees it. The accumulating fund pays nothing out, so nothing is taken.

Assume the fund grows by 7 per cent a year before tax, Karel says. Let it run for twenty years. The accumulating fund ends up roughly 12 per cent bigger than the other one.

The choice of fund alone creates that gap.

Why, the client asks, does the tax code do this? Karel folds the sheet in half and slides it across the desk.

Because the tax code rewards capital that stays capital, he says. It takes a bite of money paid out every year, and leaves alone money that stays in and keeps growing.

The client folds the sheet again and puts it in his jacket pocket.

Karel is a composite, drawn from the Belgian personal-finance guides rather than from one accountant’s desk, and his sheet describes the law as it stood that October. Since 1 January 2026 Belgium has taxed the profit at 10 per cent when you sell, above a yearly allowance. That trims the advantage; it does not erase it.

His sum also assumes the fund pays out 2 per cent a year to its owners. Payouts are lower than that today, and on those the gap between his columns is about 6 per cent.

If you have savings or a pension, this is the door most people come through to own a piece of the companies AI is making rich. Whether you get through it turns on two things: whether your country signs you up on your first payday, and whether anything is left at the end of your month to put in.

Here is the claim of this chapter. We already know how to turn a pay packet into a slice of the world’s companies, cheaply and by default. Hundreds of millions of people are inside it already.

What nobody has built is a way in for the person whose month ends at zero.

Karel’s sheet has no column for them.


Thirty cents on the thousand

The sheet is folded into the client’s jacket pocket now. Its rates apply in one country of eleven and a half million people, and nowhere else. What matters outside Belgium is not the rate but the thing he is buying, and that thing is not Belgian either.

The fund is Irish, run out of Dublin and sold across Europe under one set of European rules. It is an index fund, which buys a slice of every big company at once and picks none of them.

The kind on his sheet is an exchange-traded fund (ETF): an index fund you can buy and sell on the stock exchange like a share.

Vanguard’s American S&P 500 fund is that Irish fund’s twin, near enough. At the close of trading on 2 June 2026 it became the first ETF to hold one trillion dollars.

A thousand billion dollars in one fund, and it picks no company at all. No ETF had ever held that much. Funds of other kinds had: Vanguard’s Total Stock Market fund passed a trillion in November 2020.

What the fund charges you to hold it is the first thing to see. Three one-hundredths of 1 per cent a year. On every thousand euros you put in, about thirty cents.

Funds were not always this cheap. In 1996 the average American fund with a manager picking the shares charged about 1.08 per cent a year. By 2024 that average had fallen to 0.64 per cent.

[image: Line chart of the yearly fee on the average American fund with a manager picking the shares. It falls from 1.08 per cent in 1996 to 0.64 per cent in 2024. A single point shows today’s index fund at 0.03 per cent, close to zero.]

The line comes down slowly; the point at the bottom right is what the fund on Karel’s sheet charges.

Set the 1996 fee against today’s index fund. The cost of owning the same basket of American companies has fallen by roughly 97 per cent. Within one working life.

On a thousand euros, the fee was a little under eleven euros a year then. Now it is about thirty cents.

That price comes with one condition, and it protects you: the fund has to buy the whole market rather than one company. Belgians of a certain age know exactly why.

No small number of Flemish households once held most of their shares in a single home-grown champion: the speech-recognition firm Lernout & Hauspie. In the summer of 2000 the Wall Street Journal exposed the firm as having faked a large part of its reported sales. By 2001 it was bankrupt.

One fraud cannot sink a fund that holds every company.

Buying in has never been this cheap.



Signed up before you clock off

An Australian starts her first job in a coffee shop, in any role, in any town. By the time she clocks off she has an account in her own name, with money on its way into it.

Her employer has to pay a fixed share of her ordinary pay into that account, and the law gives the boss no say. The share was 11.5 per cent in the 2024 to 2025 tax year. From 1 July 2025 it is 12 per cent.

She can pick which fund holds the money. She cannot leave the scheme, and it compounds for the whole of her working life.

At 30 June 2025 the whole scheme held 4.3 trillion Australian dollars. That money sits in 23.6 million accounts. That works out at roughly 180,000 Australian dollars each.

Researchers at the Grattan Institute in Melbourne have looked at who gains most from all this, and they say it plainly: the best-paid fifth of earners take more than their share of the tax breaks. The basic fact stands even so. The account exists, from the first day, for everyone who has a boss.

Singapore has been doing this since 1955, and harder. Every working citizen pays a slice of every month’s wage into an account in their own name, and the employer adds another slice.

For workers aged 55 and under the two slices together come to about 37 per cent of the wage. Twenty of every hundred dollars come out of the worker’s pay. The employer adds another seventeen.

Nobody in Singapore reaches middle age and discovers that such an account was available all along. The scheme finds every worker on the first payday and every payday after.

Chile went the other way in 1981, under Pinochet and on the advice of a small group of economists trained in Chicago. Every formal worker paid 10 per cent of wages into a private fund. The worker carried all of the risk, with no floor beneath if it went wrong.

The money in the funds grew. But when the first generation came to retire, their incomes turned out to be far below what the planners of 1981 had projected.

The protests began in 2019, and in 2025 Chile added a floor paid for by the state.

The fight in Chile was never about whether the money grew. It was about who pays in, and what catches you when that is not enough.

Now look at what all three of them run on. Each takes its money from wages: a fixed slice of the pay packet, lifted out each time the pay goes out.

Think back to chapter 2 and its firms worth hundreds of billions of dollars with a few thousand people on the payroll. In an economy made of firms like those, nothing in the pension machinery breaks. The accounts still grow and the sign-up still happens.

What shrinks is the money going in, because the money going in is a slice of a wage, and the wage is the thing AI is squeezing.

So the lesson to carry forward is not where the money came from. The lesson is the design: on from the first day, compulsory, going with you from one job to the next.



What people do when nobody asks

In the summer of 2004 two economists, Richard Thaler and Shlomo Benartzi, published what they had found in a four-year experiment at a mid-sized American manufacturer.

Its workers were putting about 3.5 per cent of their pay aside for retirement, far too little to retire on. What the two economists did about it was very small.

They asked new staff to promise, in advance, a slice of every future pay rise to their pension. The money would move before the rise ever reached the pay packet, so nobody had to watch it go.

Within forty months the saving rate of those who joined had reached 13.6 per cent of pay. Nearly four times as much. Nobody was ordered to save more; only the set-up around the pay had changed.

What the experiment showed comes down to two things. People stay in what they would have to choose to leave, and they do not miss money they never saw arrive.

America wrote that into law in 2006. A plan that signs new staff up by default, and lifts what they pay in by default, became the safe kind to run.

Vanguard’s yearly survey of American workplace plans shows what the default does. Where the plan signs staff up unless they say no, about 94 in every hundred take part. Where staff have to sign themselves up, 64 do.

Those are 2022 figures. On 2023 estimates, 67 in every hundred sign themselves up.

Ask nobody, and almost everybody stays in.



Who holds the shares

In April 2025 three economists at the International Monetary Fund set out to work out what AI does to pay and what it does to wealth, and found that the two answers point in opposite directions.

On pay, they find AI may narrow the gap, because the jobs most exposed to it are the well-paid office ones. The first wave lands on the well paid.

On wealth, they find the gap may widen instead. The well paid who keep their jobs keep the tasks that AI makes more valuable, so their hand is stronger at the next pay talk, and they already hold the shares that capture what AI earns.

The low paid hold what little they hold in cash and in a wage, and the wage is the very thing AI is squeezing.

Chapter 5 set the four hundred richest Americans beside the poorer half of the country. That gap is not standing still. The shares are what move it.

Karel’s client can buy a slice of Microsoft, Amazon and every other big company. The price is thirty cents on the thousand. The collapse in fees has opened that end of ownership to almost anyone with a euro to spare.

The other end has not moved at all. Shares in companies not yet on sale to the public are as closed as they ever were.

Those shares do change hands in private rounds, and a rule decides who is let in. In America the rule has a name: the accredited-investor rule.

To be accredited is to be rich enough that the law stops protecting you. Clear a net worth of a million dollars and the private rounds open to you.

Fall short and they stay shut, however carefully you have read and however willing you are to take the loss.

Europe has its own version of the same door. You have to be signed off as a professional client under the European Union’s second directive on markets in financial instruments.

One of the tests is half a million euros of savings and investments.

Call it the wall, because that is what it is. The wall sorts people by what they already own. That is the one thing the person on the wrong side cannot go out and change.

Look at what stands behind it. On 28 May 2026 investors put $65 billion into Anthropic in a single round. Chapter 2 opened with that round.

The price they paid valued the firm at $965 billion. That is more than every listed company in Belgium put together.

Karel’s client could not put in a euro of it. He can own his slice of Microsoft and Amazon for thirty cents on the thousand. He cannot own a slice of Anthropic.

A venture capitalist reading this will object, and the objection is right as far as it goes. Money put into young private companies does not come back evenly.

A handful of the bets return everything. Almost all the rest return little or nothing.

So a saver who buys two or three private stakes with her own money is not being let in. She is being exposed, with no way to ride out the failures that pay for the one success.

On that reading the wall is a guard rail and not a barricade. Concede the point in full, then look where it leads.

If no household can survive those odds alone, and the best returns are made behind the wall, one road is left to the public. Something has to buy thousands of the bets at once and let the winners cover the losers.

The winnings of the whole pile then come back to citizens, every one of them.

A single household cannot carry that risk. A fund the size of a country can.

The objection that shuts the saver out is the same objection that lets a public fund in.

Now come back to the end that is open, because it has a flaw of its own, and this one is about votes rather than money.

Every share carries a vote at the company’s yearly meeting. Buy your slice through a fund and the fund casts that vote, not you.

Two American law scholars went looking for where those votes end up. They end up with three firms: BlackRock, Vanguard and State Street.

Between them they hold about a fifth of every big American company. On the evidence so far, more than nine times in ten they vote as the company’s managers ask.

So ownership spreads out while control gathers in. Millions of savers own the company. Three firms decide how it votes.

The answer is not to give up the fund. The answer is to upgrade it, and the upgrade has a name: pass-through voting, which hands each owner’s slice of the vote back to the owner to cast. Chapter 9 comes back to the wall and to the vote.

None of this means the funds are broken. They do what they were built to do, for the people they were built for. The people they were not built for are the ones with no cushion when the job goes.

One warning before we leave this, and it is a large one. A single person swapping a wage for income from shares is doing something sensible, and it works.

A whole displaced workforce trying the same thing at once hits a limit. The companies inside those funds earn their profits by selling things to people who have wages to spend.

Suppose AI squeezes the wages that buy the goods, and pushes share prices up on the other side. The result is not necessarily a crash. Whatever the companies still earn goes on compounding for the households that already own the shares.

The displaced worker is simply locked outside: a customer who can no longer afford to buy, and an owner who never got in.

The gap is compounding too.



Nothing to deduct

Now someone else sits down at the same desk on Avenue Louise, and there is nothing for Karel to work with. Their month ends at zero.

Every column on his sheet assumes something left over at the end of the month. The whole instrument sits downstream of a wage, and for a growing share of the people AI is about to reach, that wage is no longer there.

So who makes the first payment for the person with nothing to deduct? Set the world’s answers down side by side.

Singapore: the worker and the employer both pay. Australia: the employer pays. Chile until 2025: the worker paid out of wages with no floor beneath, and since 2025 with a floor from the state.

The United States: the employer pays if it chooses. Britain: the law makes the employer sign staff up. In both, the state helps through tax relief, and the safety net catches whoever falls through.

Every one of those accounts is filled from a pay packet, by the employer or by the worker. The state comes in only afterwards, as a floor or a safety net. Singapore and Australia have no full answer for the gig worker, the school-leaver with no job, or the person whose job AI has taken.

None of them tells you how to fill the account if AI removes the employer altogether.

A tax economist will stop us here, and is right to. The employer’s payment, the objection goes, is a trick of the light: over time the firm pays for it with lower wages than it would otherwise have offered, so the worker carries the cost anyway.

Grant it in full. The concession only sharpens the point.

A payment hidden inside a wage still needs the wage to exist. When AI pushes the wage towards zero the hidden payment goes to zero with it, at exactly the moment people need it most.

That is not an argument against the account. That is proof the money has to come from somewhere other than the payslip.

The account is fine. The payslip is the problem.



The question Karel cannot answer

Karel has built, one salary at a time, the smallest working piece of a programme of shared ownership, though nobody at his desk would call it one.

Take stock of what this chapter has found. The way to turn a pay packet into a slice of the world’s companies is built, and it is cheap.

Thirty cents on the thousand. Sign people up without asking and most of them stay in.

Here, at last, is a door through which the worker, the horse of this book’s title, can own a piece of the machine. If you have a pension, some of your savings have very likely gone through it already. Karel will open it for anyone who arrives with something to put through.

What he cannot do, and what no fund can do, is make the money for the client whose month ends at zero. The problem is no longer technical, and no longer about behaviour. It is political.

And the political problem is not that nothing has been built. Ask who would have to approve the missing piece, and the answer is the owners of the capital, the big platform firms and the managers of the great funds.

Their returns are what it would draw on.

So the question chapter 7 has to answer is not whether such a programme can be designed. It is how a country forces the change when the people who hold the shares are the ones who would have to fund it.

In 2011 the political scientist Jacob Hacker coined a word for what comes next. Chapter 7 names it.

What does Karel do when a client walks into the Avenue Louise office with nothing to deduct? He puts his pen down. The sheet stops working.
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	Vanguard, How America Saves 2024, for the 94 against 64 per cent.
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7. Hacker’s Word

Brussels, 1934: Paul Otlet is standing outside the Palais du Cinquantenaire, locked out of forty years of his own work. Inside the Mundaneum, as he called it, are more than twelve million index cards, fifteen million by some historians’ count. Each one points to a fact or a book somewhere in the world’s printed record.

The Belgian government had helped pay for all of it, and in 1934 it closed the building and refused him entry.

Otlet was a lawyer, and for four decades he and the man he worked with, Henri La Fontaine, had been building a working index of the world’s knowledge out of paper.

Ask their system a question and it took you straight to the card you wanted, instead of sending you to hunt along a shelf.

Otlet saw further than his own cards. He wrote of a “mechanical, collective brain”: a web of terminals joined by telephone and telegraph, so that a researcher in Buenos Aires could ask a question and read, at once, a fact filed in Brussels.

He drew the diagrams, he sketched how a user would work it, and he thought it would arrive in his lifetime.

It arrived in 1991. He had been dead for forty-seven years.

In 1940 the German forces occupying Brussels entered the Palais. They destroyed roughly a third of the cards to make room for a show of Third Reich art. Otlet’s biographers still argue over whether that was the real motive, and the third is a biographer’s best reconstruction, because nobody could count the loss exactly.

Otlet died at his home in Brussels on 10 December 1944, three months after the city was freed. His biographers describe a man broken by watching the state that had backed his life’s work take it apart.

The lesson is not the obvious one about a state that did not value what it had, or about looting soldiers. With public money, Otlet had built a working version of what the world economy would later run on: an index of everything, reached by a question.

The index worked by the early 1930s, and nobody held the rights to it. There was no Mundaneum Inc., no royalty and no slice of whatever came later.

A European research group in Geneva built the same idea again in 1991, and a small group of graduate students at Stanford then built the search engine on top of it. Nothing came back to Otlet’s heirs, to Brussels, to Belgium or to the public that had paid for the first version.

To be exact, the Mundaneum was never a business. It was an idea, and ideas earn nothing on their own.

But the shape of what happened is what this chapter is about. A public thing, built without an owner, ends up with whoever can claim it.

Otlet had built the thing. He did not have the word.

You too have paid for something you do not own. Your taxes helped build the chip factories and the universities behind today’s AI firms. Public law sets the price of the power that runs them.

The internet those firms learned from includes what you wrote, copied without paying you. You hold no share of what came out.

This chapter makes one claim. The public paid for much of the ground the AI industry stands on and owns none of it.

The fix is not a tax that firms can move away from. It is a share taken at the door, as the price of selling to us.


The word

In May 2011 Jacob Hacker, a political scientist at Yale, wrote a five-page paper for a think tank in London, and it did one thing. It gave the idea a name.

A country has two ways to hand an ordinary family a share of what the machines earn. The state can let the market pay out first, tax the owners afterwards and post the family a cheque.

Or the state can give the family a slice of the machine at the start. They earn from it ever after, because they own part of it.

The second is what Hacker called predistribution: giving people a share of what is owned before the money is earned, instead of taxing it afterwards.

The first way has a name too, and every rich country runs on it. Redistribution taxes the market’s winners and pays the market’s losers, and it is how pensions, unemployment pay and family benefits reach people.

Hacker did not say that was wrong. He said it was incomplete, because it steps in at the end, after the market has already decided how much each household earns.

What it cannot touch is the question that comes first. Who owns what? Who bargains with whom? Which assets can an ordinary family get hold of, and on what terms?

Hacker’s word covers every policy that works on that earlier question, and most of them are familiar: minimum wages, unions, public money for schools and child care.

One of them is not, and it is the one this book means. Give every citizen a stake in a fund of shares from day one: the slice of the fund that they own, before they earn a penny.

The idea is older than the word. Singapore and Australia have run national savings schemes of this kind for decades, and Karel, the accountant in chapter 6, was doing it on his own without a name for it.

The word mattered because by 2011 the centre-left in London and Washington had one tool left in the drawer: tax, then hand out. Naming the other tool made it visible again.

Hacker was careful about what his word could not do. Predistribution does not replace redistribution.

People become disabled, children are born into homes that never planned for them, and jobs vanish on a timetable no savings plan can predict. The old safety net is still needed.

Predistribution is the missing piece, not the whole house.



Three answers

Sit down with an economist today and ask what a country should do when pay shrinks and the owners’ slice grows. You will hear three serious answers, each with a worked-out plan behind it and people who back it.

The first is a basic income: a fixed monthly payment from the state to every adult, no conditions, paid from taxes. It is simple, it reaches everyone and nobody falls below it.

But it arrives after the market has decided who owns what. It gives you an income, and it does not give you a piece of anything.

The second is a wealth tax, which goes straight at the owners’ growing slice. Its weakness is that wealth can cross a border, or change its name at home, faster than governments can agree on a common rule. Chapter 5 told that story.

The third is predistribution, in the form this chapter argues for. You own a share, from day one, of a stock of capital the public helped build, and its returns grow beside whatever wage you earn.

They do not depend on the size of anyone’s payroll.

Even so, Hacker’s caution holds. A floor under everyone and a tax on wealth are still needed, and predistribution makes the floor cheaper and the gap smaller.

The obvious objection deserves a straight answer. If a wealth tax fails because the money moves to Singapore, why would this not fail the same way?

The objection has a point. A model’s weights are the file of learned numbers that is the model itself. Copy the file and you have the model.

That file can sit on a server in Singapore by next Tuesday, and patents travel just as easily.

The answer is that predistribution does not tax the file at all. Its claim is on the firm that sells the model: a share of the machine, not a tax on this year’s profits.

Suppose a firm wants to sell its AI to the companies and people of Europe or America. Then the price of permission to sell here is a public stake, taken at the door.

Not a claim on the weights. A claim on the right to sell.

Europe already has the template, and it has been in force since August 2024. The AI Act’s rules attach to any high-risk system sold inside the European Union, wherever the firm sits and wherever it trained its model.

A firm in California faces the same rules as one in Frankfurt.

A market of hundreds of millions of customers is not something a firm can move away from. The customers are the base.

The weights can move; the buyers cannot.



Where the asset comes from

Ask a Norwegian where the money in her country’s fund came from and she will say: oil. Alaska’s cheque comes from oil too, because the state owns the rock and collects on what comes out of it.

Most countries do not have oil. Otlet’s index paid no royalty, and no law in 1934 could have made a public card index the property of the state that helped pay for it.

So if predistribution needs an asset, where does a country without a North Sea find one?

This chapter’s answer, on which the rest of the book leans, is this. In the way that matters here, the ground the AI industry stands on is public ground, on the scale of North Sea oil.

Start with what is not the asset. Researchers published the maths behind today’s models free in 2017, in a paper anyone can read, and nobody can own a formula.

One firm’s use of it takes nothing from another’s.

Meta published the weights of a model close to the best in the world, free for anyone to download and run at home. The argument goes that if you give the model away, more people share what it earns. No objection to this chapter is stronger.

Money behaves like water. Knock down one wall and it does not vanish. It runs to the nearest low point: the chips a free model still cannot run without, and the data and loyal customers no free model comes with.

What behaves like an oil field is everything underneath the model. The power that runs the data centres comes through grids the public regulates, at prices set by public law, and the fibre is laid along routes the public owns.

The training data is the public internet, copied under exemptions to copyright that let the firms take it without paying the people who wrote it. If you have ever posted anything, that includes you.

Then the chips. In 2022 the United States passed the CHIPS and Science Act: $52.7 billion for chip research, factories and workers’ skills.

In 2023 the European Union passed its own Chips Act, promising more than €43 billion of public money. Between them, around a hundred billion dollars, and that is the chips alone.

It is your tax money, if you pay tax in America or in the European Union.

One caution. These are promises on paper, and the money actually paid out so far lags behind.

Then the law. Europe’s AI Act and America’s export controls on advanced chips look like burdens on the industry, and they are also protections: a licensed firm gets a place in the market that an unlicensed rival cannot have.

And the people. The engineers who build the models trained, almost without exception, at publicly funded universities.

Add all of that up and you may want a single figure: what percentage of the AI industry the public paid for. This book refuses to give one, because the lines are too blurred and any single figure would claim a precision the evidence cannot bear.

The claim does not need it. The public paid for much of the ground the industry stands on, carried the risk, supplied the power and granted the licences.

The public was the lead investor.

So the asset exists: an industry standing, in large part, on ground the public paid for. How the public’s share is run and paid out, without breaking the engine it paid to build, is chapter 8’s question.

The public paid. It holds no share.



What has been tried

In 1862, in the Homestead Act, the American Congress offered 160 acres of public land to any adult who headed a household. The conditions were plain: file a claim, pay a small fee, then live on the land and work it for five years.

A farm of your own, handed over before the market could decide who got it.

The GI Bill of 1944 paid for the education of some eight million returning veterans. In 1945 about one in twenty of the age group held a degree. Over the half century that followed it rose towards one in four.

The same law guaranteed home loans, and those loans paid for about a fifth of all new post-war American homes. Walk down any new street of those years and one house in five had a GI loan behind it.

In the judgement of its historians, the years that followed brought no new depression but a generation of prosperity.

Each of these handed out land or schooling the public already held, and none of them took anything from a private owner.

The AI case is closer to the Homestead Act than to a seizure. The power, the rights of way and the copied internet are public resources being fenced in now, not private property the public wants back.

Claim the share while the wealth is still forming; taking it back later is a harder fight.

Worked-out plans already exist in Britain and in America for a national fund. It would hold shares in many companies and pay every citizen a yearly dividend: a cheque out of what the fund had earned.

This book prefers that design, because it grows across generations and leaves company law as it is.

The harshest lesson comes from Sweden, where the plan would have taken its shares from private owners. In 1976 Rudolf Meidner, an economist at the trade-union federation, made a proposal. Companies would pay 20 per cent of their profits each year into funds owned by all Swedish workers.

Not in cash: in newly issued shares.

Meidner reckoned the funds would own a majority of the big Swedish firms in about twenty-five years; others said thirty or fifty.

Either way, every worker in the country would have become, through the funds, a part-owner of the country’s big firms.

The plan never ran as designed. Parliament passed a watered-down version in 1983, in force from 1984, which collected a cash levy and used it to buy existing shares.

A centre-right government repealed it in 1991, by which time the funds held about 7 per cent of the Swedish stock market. Paying in new shares, the whole point of the plan, was never tried at scale.

So the lesson is not that the plan failed on its merits. The coalition that might have defended Meidner’s original lost before the plan ran, and even the watered-down version alarmed business enough to organise its repeal.

The plan existed. The defenders did not.



The question left

Otlet’s cards outlived him. In the 1980s and 1990s a small group of librarians and writers in Wallonia went to the storerooms where the state had left them and decided the cards were worth saving.

A minister born in Mons gave them a building in that coal city, and the museum opened in 1998.

The cards survived. The asset evaporated.

The lesson is not that Belgium failed Otlet. A thing built with public money, and owned by nobody, ends up with whoever can defend a claim on it.

That is an old finding in politics. A small group with a lot at stake organises better than a large group with a little, even when the large group’s total is much bigger.

The plans have been worked out and priced. Much of the ground is public. What is missing is the coalition to demand it.

This chapter cannot build that coalition. It can name the question clearly enough for you to hold it.

You have paid for that ground twice over: once in tax, and once in what you wrote on the internet and were never paid for. Whether any of it ever comes back to you is the question this chapter leaves open.

America handed out land and schooling at national scale and prospered, and Sweden tried the most ambitious version of all and lost even the watered-down remnant.

The ground under the AI industry is what Norway’s oil was, in silicon rather than crude. Sweden’s plan found no coalition to defend it, and this ground has none yet. Can we build one now?

Two places already hold oil wealth for their citizens: Norway built the fund, and Alaska mails the cheque. Chapter 8 is theirs.
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8. Norway and Alaska

October in Alaska, and the same envelope lands in mailboxes right across the state. Inside each one is a cheque, and every cheque carries the same number.

In October 2024 the number was $1,702. It went to roughly six hundred thousand people. That is every infant, every pensioner, every nurse and fisherman and oil-rig welder who had lived in the state for a full calendar year and meant to stay.

No means test came with it, no check of your income or savings before you got a payment. The billionaire got the same sum as the unemployed.

Nobody had to work for it, train for it or stay sober. And nobody was getting their taxes back: Alaska charges no state income tax and no state sales tax.

About $300 of the 2024 cheque was a one-off payment towards energy bills. The rest was the dividend proper: the citizen’s share of what an asset the citizen owns had earned that year. A cheque for every citizen, no means test, no board deciding who deserves it.

The 2024 cheque was a modest one. The record came in 2022, at $3,284, in a year of high oil prices and another one-off energy payment.

For a household of four that came to more than thirteen thousand dollars. Not a fortune. For a family on an ordinary income it was the difference between a year that balanced and a year that did not.

If that envelope came through your own door you would know what it was for. This chapter is about where the money in it comes from, and what it would take for your country to post one.

The last chapter argued for handing every citizen a stake in the machines. Only two places on earth have tried anything like it at scale, so look hard at them first.

A citizens’ fund is a fund owned by all citizens that invests in companies and pays each citizen a yearly cheque. Alaska and Norway have built one half of it each.

Alaska built the cheque. Norway built the discipline.

And the part of either that any country can copy is not the oil. It is the rule.


A quarter of the oil money, locked away

In 1969 Alaska’s government collected a bonus of $900 million from the oil companies that had leased its land. Within ten years it was gone, spent through the ordinary state budget, with nothing lasting to show for it.

Alaskans had watched that happen. So in 1976, with the Trans-Alaska Pipeline nearly finished and the real oil money about to arrive, they voted to change their own constitution. At least a quarter of everything the state earned from minerals would go into a fund, and the money put in could never be spent.

The Alaskans of 1976 were tying the hands of the Alaskans of 1996 and 2026. Not out of unusual virtue. Out of a well-timed distrust of their own future governments.

The dividend came six years later, in 1982. It was the part that made the lock hold.

Every resident now received a yearly share of what the fund earned. Several hundred thousand voters would now defend a line in the state accounts as their own property. Which, in the only sense that matters, it is.

Economists have studied the cheque for four decades, because Alaska is the closest thing to a whole-population trial of money paid with no conditions.

Two of them, Damon Jones and Ioana Marinescu, went looking for the thing everybody predicts: that free money stops people working. They did not find it.

Overall employment did not fall. What they found instead was a modest rise in part-time work. The extra income let households at the edge trade an hour of paid work for an hour of something else.

The cheque is not large enough to live on. It is large enough to matter, and it has mattered for four decades without any of the trouble its opponents forecast.

Chapter 7 called this predistribution: giving people a share of what is owned before the money is earned, instead of taxing it afterwards. Here it is, working.

The fund behind it is worth about $86 billion. For a state fund that is small, a rounding error beside the giants of the Gulf, and Norway’s fund is more than twenty times larger.

But Alaska is the only place in America where a citizen gets a yearly return on something the public owns.

The lock held. The cheque is another matter.



The fight over the cheque

In 2016 the oil price collapsed and Governor Bill Walker found himself facing a deficit of billions. He used his veto to cut that year’s dividend in half and kept the rest to keep the state solvent.

The dispute went to the state’s supreme court. In 2017 the court ruled that the dividend has no protection in the constitution, and that the legislature may pay whatever it chooses. The case is called Wielechowski v. State of Alaska.

The veto helped end Walker’s career. Alaskan politicians call the dividend the third rail of state politics: touch it and you are finished. Voters have punished the governors who proposed trimming it.

But the ruling meant the cheque now hangs on a vote every year. It has been an auction ever since, with candidates bidding up the promised cheque the way candidates elsewhere bid down taxes.

In 2025 the legislature set it at $1,000, one of the smallest in a decade. And in a thin year for oil money, politicians are tempted to take out more than the fund can spare, to keep the cheque large.

Here is what Alaska got right: it made ownership something a person can feel, an envelope in October. That gave the fund several hundred thousand voters who will fight for it.

What Alaska did not build was the discipline to go with it. No rule sets the size of the cheque; only a fight does. This is the exact failure Norway’s design was built to prevent.

A payout the public adores but that no rule protects turns into a permanent auction, and an auction is the one thing a fund meant to outlast elections cannot afford to become.

The lock protects the fund. Nothing protects the cheque.



Norway’s fund

Norway found oil in the North Sea in 1969, the same year Alaska banked its disappearing bonus. For two decades it did what every oil country does. It spent the money.

Then, in 1990, Norway’s parliament passed an act. The oil revenue would go into a fund, and only what the fund earned could ever be drawn out, not even all of that. The first money went in six years later, in 1996.

The fund pays no pensions, but its name, the Government Pension Fund Global, says what it is for: the nation’s retirement account, the money that will pay for the Norwegian state when the oil is gone.

Norway’s fund is a sovereign wealth fund, a fund a country owns and invests on its people’s behalf. Oil money goes in, and the fund turns it into shares in companies all over the world.

By the middle of 2026 the fund held more than two trillion dollars. No other state-owned pool of investment money on the planet is larger.

The fund owns about 1.5 per cent of all the shares listed on the world’s stock markets, spread across around 7,200 firms. They sit in 68 countries: Apple, Nestlé, Toyota, Samsung and nearly everything else that trades.

Norway has about five and a half million residents. Share the fund out among them and, converted into euros, it comes to roughly €300,000 each.

Not one Norwegian receives that sum, or any part of it, as a cheque. The fund saves; it does not pay out.

What governs it is a spending rule: a fixed cap on how much of the fund the government may spend each year. The cap is what the fund is expected to earn after inflation, a cautious figure set below what it actually earns. Live off what the money earns and never the money itself, and the pile keeps growing. Norway’s cap is 3 per cent.

Apply that cap to one resident’s share and you get €9,000 a year. That is the cheque Norway could post to every person in the country, and has decided not to.

The rule works because the fund earns more than the rule lets out. From its first investments in 1998 to 2024, it earned 6.3 per cent a year before inflation.

After inflation that is 4.1 per cent. The government may spend 3 per cent. That gap is what grows.

The fund publishes every holding. A Norwegian can look up where her €300,000 sits, online and line by line. The fund is run from inside the central bank, by managers the politicians cannot direct.

So Alaska’s citizen feels her ownership every October, and Norway’s citizen owns vastly more and feels nothing at all, because in Norway the fund is a number in a parliamentary paper rather than a cheque in a mailbox.

That is Norway’s weakness: something you own but never feel can one day be quietly pointed somewhere else, without the owners noticing it has gone.

Norway’s fund is safe today because no Norwegian has been taught to expect a payout. But that also means no crowd of voters has its own interest tied to the fund’s survival. The discipline sits in the institutions, not the people.



The rule that binds

In 2017 Norway’s finance ministry did the thing governments almost never do. It cut the amount it was allowed to spend.

The spending rule, adopted in 2001, let the government spend what the fund was expected to earn after inflation. That expectation then stood at 4 per cent.

By the middle of the 2010s the estimate had fallen. A 4 per cent draw would quietly have begun to eat the money the rule existed to protect.

An expert panel recommended 3 per cent. The ministry agreed, and parliament backed the cut near-unanimously, across party lines.

Think what that takes. Governments rarely cut their own allowance.

Alaska came at the same problem late, from the other side. Until 2018 there was no limit on how much of the fund’s earnings the state could take out, and the politics of the year decided how much came out.

Then, in 2018, facing a deficit as the oil money declined, the legislature passed a bill setting a limit. The state may take 5 per cent of the fund’s value each year. The value it uses is an average, taken over five of the six years before, so one boom or one crash cannot swing it.

That draw now supplies more than half of the money the state may spend as it likes. The fund has quietly become Alaska’s main source of public money.

But the cheque comes out of that same 5 per cent, and so do the schools. The yearly brawl is a fight over how to split one pot.

That is why Alaska’s rule cannot protect the dividend. The rule caps the pot and then leaves the legislature to divide it.

Both rules do the same job, which is to tie the hands of the next government. A government bound this way cannot spend the fund to win a vote, because the government before it wrote the rule to stop exactly that.

A rule only binds if the fund’s managers cannot be leaned on, so both places put a wall between the fund and the treasury. Norway’s sits inside the central bank, Alaska’s in a public corporation with its own board.

A rule that can be updated, as Norway’s was in 2017, survives what the world throws at it. A rule that cannot will sooner or later be broken. Alaska has never fitted its cheque into its newer 5 per cent draw, so lawmakers fight out the size of the cheque each year.

So a citizens’ fund needs two rules, and no country has both. The first caps what may be spent in a year at a cautious figure, below what the fund actually earns. Norway has had it since 2001, Alaska since 2018.

The second would put the citizen’s cheque beyond the reach of the yearly vote. Nobody has written that one, and it is hard to write: a cheque that no vote can cut must still be able to shrink in a year when the market falls. Chapter 10 takes that up.

The rule makes the money outlast the government.



But we have no oil

A sceptic has been waiting since the first page, and the objection is the one that matters. Norway and Alaska had oil, the sceptic says. Most of the world does not, so if this only works for the oil-blessed it is a curiosity rather than a plan.

Fair. Now look at the countries that struck oil too.

Venezuela sits on the largest proven oil reserves on earth. Within a single generation it had runaway inflation, mass emigration and the collapse of the state oil company that was supposed to pay for everything.

Venezuela had a fund too, meant to hold the people’s share. It published no accounts and answered to no independent watchdog. The money is, for practical purposes, gone.

Economists have a name for this. The resource curse: countries that find a fortune under the soil tend to grow more slowly than those that do not.

The reason is mostly not the oil: a river of money flowing to whoever controls the state turns the state itself into the prize. The fight for that prize eats the courts and the audit offices that might have guarded the windfall.

Same resource, opposite outcome. The difference is not geology. It is whether the country built what Norway built, before the money arrived or before it did harm: the money locked away from the yearly budget, the spending rule, the published accounts, the managers the politicians cannot direct.

One caution, plainly. Norway was a mature, high-trust democracy with strong courts and a free press before a single barrel came up. That made the discipline far easier to install.

A country that strikes it rich before it has built those things faces a harder job: the windfall itself gets in the way. The money arrives, the fight to control it starts, and the courts that might have imposed discipline are bought or broken first.

Norway’s window ran from finding the oil to the day the money could buy the people meant to guard it. Its old courts and free press kept that day a long way off. The lesson for any country is timing: claim the share while the wealth is still forming; taking it back later is a harder fight.

So the thing to copy is not the oil, and not even the fund. It is the rule, and the courts, audit offices, free press and independent managers that stop anyone breaking it.

And most countries do have a resource. Chapter 7 found it: the ground under the AI industry, which the public has already paid for.

Oil is luck. Courts and rules are a choice.



What travels

Suppose the United States posted Alaska’s cheque to every one of its roughly 340 million people. That would cost about $578 billion a year.

To pay that out of what a fund earns, you would need an enormous one. Under Norway’s spending rule, that would take roughly $19 trillion. That is nine funds the size of Norway’s.

Posting every American Norway’s phantom €9,000 a year would take more again: a fund of something like $110 trillion. That is roughly two-thirds of everything every American household owns, put together.

No policy conjures sums like that inside a generation. Norway’s €300,000 a head is the freak result of an enormous oil fortune divided among very few people.

What a country can adopt at once is the discipline. Whatever fund your own country builds, if it builds one, will be far smaller than Norway’s for a long time. Whether it is still posting anything when your children are the age you are now depends on the rule, not on the size.

It needs both halves: a fund written into law that a single vote cannot undo, and a cheque that lands in a mailbox. A fund nobody feels is a fund nobody will defend.

Norway has the rule and no cheque. Alaska has the cheque and only half a rule. Nobody has yet welded the two together, and the chapters that follow ask what happens when someone tries: when the cheque meets a crash, and when a fund large enough to matter meets the boardroom. One already exists: ordinary American savers have built an index fund half the size of Norway’s.

The oil was never the point. The rule travels.



Where this comes from


	Alaska Department of Revenue, Permanent Fund Dividend Division, the 2024 dividend announcement of September 2024 and the 2025 dividend set by the legislature in the state budget.

	Constitution of the State of Alaska, Article IX, Section 15, ratified by referendum in 1976; the dividend programme enacted in 1982.

	Damon Jones and Ioana Marinescu, “The Labor Market Impacts of Universal and Permanent Cash Transfers: Evidence from the Alaska Permanent Fund”, American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, 2022.

	Alaska Permanent Fund Corporation, “Fund at a Glance” and the 2026 mid-year review, for the fund’s value; the figure moves with the markets.

	Wielechowski v. State of Alaska, Alaska Supreme Court, 2017, on Governor Walker’s 2016 veto.

	Norges Bank Investment Management, Government Pension Fund Global annual reports for 2024 and 2025, for the fund’s value, holdings and return since 1998; the return figure is the one the full book’s chapter 10 uses.

	Norwegian Ministry of Finance, the revision of the spending rule from 4 to 3 per cent, 2017, on the advice of an expert panel; the parliamentary vote as reported in the full book’s chapter 10.

	Alaska Senate Bill 26, 2018, the percent-of-market-value draw.

	Jeffrey Sachs and Andrew Warner, “Natural Resource Abundance and Economic Growth”, 1995, and Michael Ross, The Oil Curse, 2012, on the resource curse; Venezuela’s off-budget development fund as described in the full book.

	Bloomberg and Morningstar on the Vanguard index fund’s trillion-dollar crossing, told in full in chapter 6.







9. The Bebchuk Trap

In 2000 General Electric was worth almost six hundred billion dollars, and no company on earth was worth more.

Its chief executive, Jeff Immelt, was eased out in 2017. By then almost two thirds of that value had gone. Within a year of his going, three quarters of it had gone.

GE’s biggest owners were not asleep, exactly. They were absent.

Vanguard, BlackRock and State Street together held something like a sixth of the company. They held it through index funds, which buy a slice of every big company at once and pick none of them.

The fund buys the shares because the company is in the index, keeps them for as long as it stays there, and almost never asks the people running it what they are doing.

The index managers had neither the job nor the appetite to ask an awkward question.

Eighteen people sat on GE’s board. A big American company usually seats about eleven. Critics said that board agreed too readily.

That board waved through a strategy that misjudged where the energy business was going, and buried the losses in financial engineering.

One activist investor, Nelson Peltz, forced the reckoning in the end. His firm had bought its stake in 2015 and pressed the company for two years.

In October 2017 GE gave Ed Garden, from Peltz’s firm, a seat at that table.

BlackRock’s funds alone lost something like sixteen billion dollars on GE shares between 2016 and 2018.

Most of that money, one energy-finance analysis found, was held on behalf of ordinary people who had bought BlackRock’s funds. Real money belonging to real savers.

The lesson is not that GE was badly run, though it was. The lesson is that its biggest owners watched the slide and had no reason to step in.

An index fund does not hold GE because someone there has formed a view about gas turbines. It holds GE because GE is in the index.

And it holds GE at the same tiny cost whether the company thrives or rots. So an activist with a comparatively small holding did the job that hundreds of billions of dollars in index money declined to do.

That imbalance, not the bad strategy, is the lesson this chapter carries forward.

If your pension or your savings sit in an index fund, you already own a sliver of every big company, and this chapter is about who is watching those companies on your behalf.

So far the answer is close to nobody.

The last three chapters built something. They argued for predistribution: giving people a share of what is owned before the money is earned, instead of taxing it afterwards. Norway saves the money up and Alaska pays it out, and both have done so for decades.

The natural next step is to build it at scale, as one fund. A citizens’ fund is a fund owned by all citizens that invests in companies and pays each citizen a yearly cheque.

And a fund of trillions, run on broad, hands-off index ownership, is the purest form of the absent owner that let GE rot.

Here is the claim. The same hands-off habit that keeps a citizens’ fund safe makes it a weak owner in the boardroom and a late buyer of the best companies.

One habit, two costs. Neither is fatal. Both are real. A serious designer maps them first.


One vote in four

In 2019 a Harvard law professor, Lucian Bebchuk, published a study with Scott Hirst. They called their subject the Giant Three: BlackRock, Vanguard and State Street.

Take the average company in the S&P 500, the list of America’s biggest listed companies. In 1998 the three firms together owned 5.2 per cent of it, and by 2017 they owned 20.5 per cent.

The three vote nearly all their shares while ordinary holders often do not, so their say is bigger than their stake. In 2018 their shares made up about 25 per cent of the votes cast in board elections.

One vote in four.

And the line has not flattened. Bebchuk and Hirst worked forward from two decades of money flowing in. They reckoned the three could well cast about 34 per cent of those votes within a decade.

Within two decades, about 41 per cent. Those are projections, not counts.

On that path three privately owned firms would hold an effective veto over nearly every large American public company. Only companies with a controlling owner of their own would escape. That is a great deal of power in a few unelected hands, answerable neither to voters nor, in any real way, to the savers whose money it is.

The obvious worry is abuse: that the three will lean on companies to serve some agenda of their own. Bebchuk’s point was the opposite, and more unsettling. They have almost no reason to use the power at all.

An index fund does not pick shares. It holds the whole market, and it wins customers almost entirely by being cheap.

Keeping watch on a company is a job, and jobs cost money.

Someone has to read what a board is doing and form a view on the strategy. Someone has to ask the awkward questions and work out how to vote the shares at the yearly meeting, company by company by company.

An index fund owns four thousand companies. If it pays for all that work, the better-run companies lift the whole list. Every rival fund that tracks the same list gets the benefit too, having spent nothing.

So the sensible fund spends as little as it can.

Bebchuk and Hirst counted that work in days. BlackRock, the most active watcher of the three, spent fewer than four working days a year on each of its billion-dollar holdings. State Street and Vanguard spent fewer than two.

In money, on the most cautious count, BlackRock spent less than five thousand dollars a year watching each of those holdings. Suppose you have a thousand dollars in such a fund. Your share of that bill is less than half a cent a year.

Across 2017 to 2019 the three firms had no contact at all with 92.5 per cent of the companies they owned.

The trap is this. The danger of everyone owning everything through index funds is not an over-mighty owner but an absent one. Nobody polices anything.

Serious people dispute it. The legal scholars Marcel Kahan and Edward Rock argue that index managers are real owners with a real stake in their companies doing well, and that their voting is more careful than Bebchuk allows.

Forcing them to behave like activists, those two say, could concentrate power in a way worse than the problem it is meant to cure.

But the disagreement is about degree, not direction. Even Bebchuk’s critics concede that the incentive to skimp on watching is real. They argue only that it is smaller, or better handled, than the headline figures suggest.

So a citizens’ fund needs a design that fits the worst plausible reading of the evidence, not the most comforting one.

The fund the last three chapters designed is the purest index owner there could be: broad by mandate, hands-off by law, cheap by design.

Its refusal to pick winners, its openness and its near-zero cost are what make it trustworthy. Each is also a reason it will be a weak watcher.

The rule that protects you from the fund manager’s whims is the same rule that leaves company bosses with nobody watching them. None of this is an argument against a citizens’ fund. It is the first line in the ledger.



Sixty times over, behind closed doors

In December 2020 Airbnb sold shares to the public for the first time. Ten years earlier, at an early funding round, investors had priced the whole company in the tens of millions of dollars.

Its early investors, by one analyst’s estimate, multiplied their money some sixty times over. They did it entirely behind closed doors, before a single share had traded on a public exchange.

Suppose you had got in early with a thousand dollars. By the day of the listing, on that estimate, you would have held about sixty thousand.

You did not get in. Nor did any index fund.

The second flaw is about timing, and it cuts the other way. The first was a cost the fund puts on the companies it owns. The second is a cost the world puts on the fund. A citizens’ fund holds listed shares by design.

But the public market is more and more where value is cashed in rather than where it is made. The fastest part of a successful company’s climb now happens while it is still private, behind a wall an index fund cannot climb.

In May 2026 Anthropic raised $65 billion in a single round, the round chapter 2 told in full. The investors who put that money in valued the company at $965 billion.

That is a sum approaching half the size of Norway’s fund, the one chapter 8 described.

Anthropic had been private for its whole life. Whoever held its shares the day before that round made gains on a scale that dwarfs most stock-market gains of the decade. They made them where no index fund could follow.

Chapter 6 named the wall. Only wealthy, approved investors are let into private rounds.

Raising money privately has become deep and easy, and the duties of a public listing have grown heavier, so the typical company now reaches the stock market years older and larger than a generation ago.

By the time a company rings the opening bell the steep part of the climb is over. The money has gone to the venture funds, the growth investors and the state-owned funds that were let into the private rounds.

A fund that buys the listed market always arrives late. It can own Airbnb and Anthropic in the end, at the price the private rounds have already set. But it cannot sit in the room where that value is made.

The whole promise of a citizens’ fund is that ordinary people share in the returns of the automation economy. The highest of those returns, from the frontier AI labs above all, are the ones it is least able to reach.

The fund exists to spread ownership. As built, it cannot buy what matters most.



What Norway will not buy

Singapore’s state investors were in that same Anthropic round, alongside big active fund managers. State-owned funds, plainly, can reach these returns, so why insist that a citizens’ fund cannot?

Because not all state funds are the same kind of thing, and the difference is the whole argument.

The state funds in Anthropic’s round employ teams to hunt for private deals. They will commit billions to a single private company on the judgement of an investment committee, hold the stake for years without a public price, and say little about it afterwards.

Their returns are the reward for exactly what a citizens’ fund may not do.

The proof is not a thought experiment. It is Norwegian.

Norway’s fund, chapter 8’s, is the most disciplined fund of its kind on earth, and its rules bar it from buying companies whose shares are not on sale to the public.

When the fund’s own managers proposed adding even a sliver of unlisted companies, the finance minister, Siv Jensen, turned them down. Such holdings, the ministry ruled in 2018, would threaten what makes the fund what it is.

Low costs, close tracking of the market, a high degree of openness.

In 2024 the ministry refused again, and handed the question to a newly created panel of experts.

Norway knew what it was giving up. The advisers the ministry had itself hired, Trond Døskeland and Per Strömberg, put the cost of staying out in the tens of billions of dollars.

That is a rough size, not an exact sum. Norway looked at it and chose openness over the money.

The bind sits in the design, not in a failure of nerve.

So the point is not that a state fund cannot reach these returns. It is that a citizens’ fund reaches them least well, and every step towards them costs it some of the openness that justified it.

A harder reckoning remains. Suppose a citizens’ fund gave up some discipline to get in.

Even then it could not simply buy a slice of every private company, because venture returns do not behave like stock-market returns.

A handful of bets return the whole fund and almost everything else returns nothing, as chapter 6 conceded to the venture capitalists. And the sorting happens in advance, when the firms choose who is let into which round.

The best deals are rationed by reputation and relationship, and go to the partners who have earned them. A hands-off fund bound to buy whatever is on offer, on equal terms, would end up with the rounds the top firms had turned down.

Not as a risk, but as a certainty.

So the wall has a second face. It keeps the fund out of the frontier. It also keeps your savings out of the venture graveyard, the great majority of private bets that quietly fail. And it keeps them out of the deals the smart money would not touch.

The limit protects you.



Handing the vote back

Neither flaw is fatal, and there are partial answers to both.

To the boardroom trap, the answer is to put the votes back in the hands of the people who own them.

The obvious objection to a more active citizens’ fund is that it would make the concentration worse. A single state-backed giant voting trillions of dollars of shares would put all that power, answerable to nobody, into one pair of hands.

The way out is the upgrade chapter 6 called for, pass-through voting. Instead of one central desk casting every ballot, the fund votes each citizen’s fraction of its shares as that citizen directs.

The index managers have begun to build it themselves. In 2022 BlackRock began letting some of its investors decide how it votes the shares it holds for them. Vanguard followed in 2023 with a pilot of its own.

In a citizens’ fund you could vote yourself or hand your fraction to one of several rival voting services with different philosophies.

That turns the largest block of votes ever assembled into something closer to a rolling referendum.

Pass-through voting is heavy to run, most citizens will not bother to express a view, and the design of the default becomes its own fight.

The fix does not abolish the problem; it spreads it out. That is a real improvement and still not a solution.

One more line for the ledger. Pass-through voting fixes the power problem, not the attention problem: nobody is paid to read a board’s strategy, and that gap may have no fix that fits a fund meant to stay neutral.

To the late-buyer problem the answer is bounded and modest. It is not a promise to buy whatever private deal is on offer, which the last section ruled out. It is a strictly capped, rules-based slice of private holdings, walled off so that it cannot swallow the fund’s openness.

Norway’s own advisers, Døskeland and Strömberg, modelled such a slice at up to 4 per cent of the fund.

Such a slice would let a citizens’ fund reach a little of the frontier value it would otherwise miss. The price is a little of the discipline that defines it.

How big that slice should be is still open.



The ledger

GE’s owners learned the flaw in their arrangement only afterwards, in a post-mortem that should have been a design review. The ledger this chapter has drawn up is that review, held in advance.

Two real ways to fail, with one root. The Bebchuk trap is the boardroom cost of standing back. The late-buyer problem is what the fund gives up in returns for the discipline that makes standing back trustworthy.

Both are the price of the qualities that made the fund attractive in the first place: breadth, openness, low cost and published rules.

They are the honest defects of a good design, not reasons to abandon it but things to build for rather than discover afterwards.

For you, the ledger reads like this. A citizens’ fund would watch the companies you own no better than your index fund watches them today. Handing you the vote makes its power answer to you. It still pays nobody to watch.

And it would buy the best new companies late, unless a small, capped slice gets in early.

These risks live inside the design, in fair weather and foul. They are not the only ones. A fund that pays a cheque out of stock-market returns is exposed to the market itself: to the day the returns stop or reverse, and the cheque with them.

The Bebchuk trap is the governance risk. The next chapter asks the financial one: what happens to predistribution when the market falls?

The idea survives this first stress test. It survives with a bruise, and with its limits written down, which is the only way an argument of this kind deserves to survive at all.



Where this comes from
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10. When the Market Falls

In 1994 John Meriwether, a celebrated bond trader from Salomon Brothers, gathered some of the most decorated men in finance and started a hedge fund, which they called Long-Term Capital Management. A hedge fund invests other people’s money and may borrow to make its bets bigger.

Two partners, Myron Scholes and Robert Merton, would share the 1997 Nobel Memorial Prize for the pricing theory behind modern financial contracts. Their models hunted tiny price gaps that were supposed to carry no risk, and bet on them at vast scale with borrowed money.

For four years the fund worked exactly as designed. In its two best years it returned more than 40 per cent after fees.

Then, in the summer of 1998, Russia stopped paying on the debt it had issued at home, and the markets did the one thing the models had ruled out. Prices that were supposed to come together flew apart, all at once and in the same direction, as every borrower ran for the exit.

In under four months Long-Term Capital lost some $4.6 billion. Its fall threatened to drag down the banks that had lent to it.

So in September 1998 the Federal Reserve Bank of New York called fourteen big financial firms together. Together they put up a $3.6 billion rescue.

They were the cleverest men in the room, and that was the trouble. The models were elegant, consistent and blind to the one event that mattered: a crisis in which every comfortable assumption breaks at once.

Chapters 6 to 8 built a citizens’ fund, saved the way Norway saves and paid out the way Alaska pays. Chapter 9 tested it in fair weather. Now comes the Long-Term Capital question.

The whole plan assumes that shares go up over the long run, by enough to pay a yearly cheque without eating the fund. When someone doubts that, the temptation is to reach for cleverer finance: an insurance policy on the shares, or a bet that pays out when the market falls.

The same faith in clever finance destroyed Long-Term Capital, whose every bet looked bulletproof on paper and failed the moment a crisis arrived. What happens when the market falls?

If your pension holds shares, you already own a slice of the stock market and you have watched it fall.

This chapter asks a harder question. If part of your income came from a fund the whole country owned, would it still be there in the year you lose your job? Or would it drop in the same downturn that is taking your other income with it?

Here is the claim. A citizens’ fund can live through a stock market crash.

What it cannot live through is a government that raids it in the worst year. The protection has to be written into law that a simple majority cannot undo. Not into clever finance.


The order of the bad years

Two people retire on the same day, each with a million dollars saved, and each draws the same income. Over thirty years they meet the same set of yearly returns, but in the opposite order. One takes the bad years first, the other takes them last.

At the end they can be hundreds of thousands of dollars apart, one pot intact and the other all but empty. Same average return, opposite ending.

Picture the one who met the crash first. Their shares are worth less; the income they promised themselves is not. So they sell a bigger slice of a shrunken pot, and when the market comes back those shares are gone.

The market need not treat this retiree worse than the other. It need only treat them worse first.

Now make it a citizens’ fund. The scheme launches, and a hundred million households count the cheque as part of the floor beneath their lives. In year two the market falls 40 per cent.

That happens roughly once a generation. The falls that began in 1929, 1973, 2000 and 2007 all went at least that deep.

The fund’s managers then face two choices, and neither is painless. They can hold the cheque steady, which means selling into a falling market. That locks in the loss when the fund most needs to stay invested.

Or they can cut the cheque in step with the fall, which protects the fund and breaks the promise.

The households promised a permanent income find that their floor moves with the stock market, dropping out from under them in the very downturn that is taking their other security with it.

The weakness is real. It can be managed, not removed.



What 1929 would have paid

Suppose you held $10,000 of American shares in September 1929, the month the market peaked. Over the following thirty-three months the market fell 82 per cent.

By the summer of 1932 your $10,000 was worth about $1,800. The market did not get back to its old high until 1954.

The exact numbers depend on which measure of the market you use. The shape does not.

In 1994, the same year Long-Term Capital opened, the financial adviser William Bengen asked a question that sounds narrow and is not. What is the biggest slice of a pension pot you can draw in the first year, then raise with prices every year, without running out over thirty years?

He ran it against every stretch of American history, the worst included. His answer was about 4 per cent. Three Trinity University professors checked the sums in 1998 and found the same.

Draw 3 per cent instead, and the pot lasted at least fifty years in every period tested. Bengen called 3 to 3.5 per cent the “absolutely safe” rate.

A pot of $100,000 pays out $3,000 a year at that rate.

The disaster that matters is not the one you would guess. The Depression was fairly gentle on a retiree drawing an income, because prices were falling and each dollar went further.

The killer was the 1970s, when shares lagged while prices rose by double digits and the retiree had to draw more for the same groceries.

So the danger is not the dramatic crash that halves the market in a year. It is the grinding decade of rising prices while the market limps sideways.

The rule assumes a thirty-year retirement. A citizens’ fund is meant to run for ever, paying the unborn as faithfully as the living.

Over fifty years the safe slice is that same 3 per cent. In Bengen’s figures, that is the rate a fund can pay for ever without shrinking the pot.

The rule describes one person’s pot, held with the nerve to sit through a crash, and that nerve is what a population does not have.

A retiree who panics and sells at the bottom ruins only their own retirement. A hundred million citizens demanding the cheque in full, or a parliament that obliges them, ruin it for everyone, including those not yet born.

One concession. Every one of these numbers comes from the shares of the United States, the best-performing big market of the last century.

The world record is harsher. Wade Pfau re-ran Bengen’s test across seventeen rich countries. The 4 per cent rule failed in most of them.

That is why the fund this book proposes owns companies across the whole world, and why it holds bonds alongside the shares. Bonds tend to hold their value in the very crash that forces a fund to sell.

And why it draws 3 per cent, not 4.



Alaska’s cushion and Norway’s brake

In 2008, the worst market year since the Depression, Alaska did not cut its cheque. The drop came the year after, when the dividend fell from $2,069 to $1,305: sharp, but not to zero.

Alaska built in a cushion. Its payout tracks not one year’s return but an average over several years, and since 2018 that five-year averaging has been law. It waters down any single terrible year.

One catch, and it is this chapter’s warning in miniature. The law caps how much can be taken out, but the size of the cheque itself has been set by yearly political bargaining since 2016.

Still, the cheque wobbled and did not fail. A payout that survives a crash does the one job a wage cannot: hold a floor when the rest of the economy is paying out less.

Norway proves the deeper discipline. The surest way to survive the bad years is to refuse the full fruits of the good ones.

Norway’s fund earned 6.3 per cent a year on average from 1998 to 2024, before inflation. After inflation, 4.1 per cent. A careless designer would set the draw at 4 per cent and call it even. Norway today does no such thing.

Norway’s government may spend, in any year, only what it expects the fund to earn after inflation. In 2017 it marked that expectation down from 4 per cent to 3, and nearly every party in parliament backed the cut.

The rule is a habit, not a law: every government has chosen to honour it, and no court could enforce it.

When the fund earns 10 per cent, the state spends 3 and banks the rest. When the fund loses 20 per cent, the money banked in the fat years covers the gap, and nothing is sold at the bottom.

No clever instrument does this, only the oldest discipline there is: taking less than you could. Every Norwegian government since 2001 has spent less than it might have.

The trick is not financial. It is political.

Norway’s rule is admired everywhere and copied almost nowhere. It asks the one thing elected governments are built to refuse: leaving money on the table, year after year.

Norway keeps it through a cross-party agreement that has outlived changes of government. Is it the rule, or is it the Norwegians?



Patience is not a policy

Chapter 8 told what happened in Alaska in 2016. The oil price collapsed and Governor Bill Walker faced a budget hole of billions. He used his veto to cut that year’s cheque from about $2,052 to $1,022, and kept the rest to keep the state solvent.

A state senator, Bill Wielechowski, sued, arguing that the law made the payment automatic.

Alaska’s Supreme Court upheld the veto. The cheque, it ruled, “must compete for annual legislative funding just as other state programs”.

That veto is the strongest case against this chapter’s hopes. Grant every technical point: the averaging, the buffer, Norway’s two decades.

The objection that survives is simple. The rules are only as strong as the will to keep them, and that will is weakest in the very conditions they were built for.

Think of a 1929-class event: not an ordinary downturn but the extreme, the fund down by four-fifths, the recovery taking a quarter of a century, the voters’ other income gone. After enough bad years a five-year average falls too, and a buffer saved over ten good years cannot fund twenty-five lean ones.

The politicians then face voters in real distress, demanding that the capital be spent. Every lock ever written has a key, and the key is a majority in parliament.

In Alaska the lock on the capital held. The lock on the cheque did not, because the cheque was the thing the politicians could reach. A fund, cheque and capital alike, is only ever as permanent as the next budget vote.

So much for the politics. A second objection asks whether the returns will be there at all.

This book describes an economy in which pay is shrinking as a share of what a country makes, and if pay falls far enough, who buys what the machines make?

A fund that pays people out of share returns then looks like a bucket trying to lift itself. The cheques depend on profits. Profits depend on people spending, and that spending is the thing the cheques were meant to rescue.

The fund is not a top-up to the wage. In a fully automated economy it is the wage’s replacement.

Today pay is the channel that turns what a country makes into what its people buy. If the machines cut that channel, the cheque is the best candidate to take its place.

Then the profits fund the cheque, the cheque funds the shopping and the shopping keeps the profits coming. A closed loop, certainly, but not a perpetual-motion swindle.

The answer holds on one condition: timing. The state has to fill the fund while pay is still flowing. Wait until the wage has gone, and there is nothing left to fill the fund from.

One last objection. Give every citizen a personal investment account instead of a shared fund, and you keep every danger in this chapter and none of the protection. Retire into 1973, 2000 or 2008 and you are ruined by the year you were born. Then a hundred million amateur investors sell together at the bottom.

That is not a smaller citizens’ fund. It is the same idea, built in the form that fails.



Take less than you make

In a panic the central bank lends to the banks, so a passing shortage of cash does not harden into ruin. Bankers call it the lender of last resort.

Averaging and the brake carry a fund through an ordinary downturn, not through the extreme. So this book proposes a third tool for the citizens’ fund, a borrower of last resort.

Say the fund falls 40 to 50 per cent from its peak. The treasury would then borrow to hold the floor under the cheque. It would pay the money back out of the fund’s good years once they came.

In a crash where prices are falling, as they were after 1929, money runs to safety and governments can borrow at their lowest rates, when nobody else can borrow.

Not every crash is like that. In a decade of rising prices like the 1970s, borrowing costs rise too. Then the brake carries most of the weight, drawing 3 per cent and not 4, and the law should say in advance whether the cheque keeps pace with prices. No single tool covers every kind of crash.

Alaska’s averaging and Norway’s brake have been run for real, for decades. This third tool has not: it is a proposal.

All three tools share a price. Each holds back in the good years so that more survives the bad ones, which means a cheque that is smaller, in most years, than it needed to be.

And each sits within reach of a politician who can win an election by promising the opposite.

The usual answer to that is patience: be like Norway, hold your nerve across decades. That is not an answer. It is a wish.

Patience is a feeling, not a policy. The Walker veto is the proof of what happens to a feeling when a budget hole meets an election. A floor that depends on voters staying calm in the very year they have most reason to panic is not a floor at all.

What the design needs instead is a lock, on the model of central bank independence. The democracies handed the printing press to institutions their parliaments cannot direct, and the fund needs the same surgery.

Its capital should be written into law that only two-thirds of the legislature can undo. Then no ordinary majority in an ordinary panic could spend the seed of every future cheque.

The fund should be run by managers the politicians cannot direct, on long, fixed terms. And the spending rule should sit in law that is slow to amend, not in the yearly budget vote that a governor can veto.

The irony is better owned than discovered. The best evidence of a spending rule kept for decades comes from Norway, which never wrote its rule into law.

The lock is for the countries the Walker veto describes, where a habit lasts until the first budget emergency. The point is not to make a raid impossible, but to make it slow, visible and costly enough that one bad year cannot allow it.

Long-Term Capital met market risk with magnificent cleverness, certain that the danger could be engineered away, and the danger arrived in a form the cleverness had ruled out.

The temptation for a citizens’ fund is the same error in another key. The real answer is a set of rules a child could understand and an institution disciplined enough to keep them.

Take less than you make. Average the payout over years, not one year.

Hold the floor when the market gives way, and borrow against the recovery. And lock the whole arrangement behind a bolt in the law that no single panicked majority can draw.

The engineering that matters here is not in the finance. It is in the law.

If your savings are in shares, they move with the market, and nothing here changes that. A fund built this way can go on paying you in the year the market falls. That is the year you need it most.

A society that can build and hold those commitments has a cheque that survives the crash. A society that reaches instead for the cleverest instrument in the room has Long-Term Capital: brilliant, intricate and bankrupt the first time the world refuses to behave.
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11. The Positional Trap

Paris, 1950. Pierre Cardin, an Italian-born tailor who had learned his trade at the house of Dior, opens his own workshop. Within ten years the wealthy and the cultured on two continents wear his clothes.

To wear Cardin was to say something about yourself without saying it. It said you belonged to a world most people would never enter. By the early 1970s his name stood among the most valuable in fashion.

But Cardin did something no rival matched. He sold other firms the right to put his name on their goods, first on ready-to-wear clothes, then on perfume, then on ties and umbrellas. After that there was no limit anyone could see: frying pans, cigarettes, alarm clocks, car trims, bathroom tiles and hotels in provincial towns.

By various accounts, eight to nine hundred products carried his name. They sold in more than a hundred countries.

You could cook your dinner in Cardin, smoke Cardin and wake to a Cardin alarm clock in a Cardin hotel.

The cheques were enormous, and every one of them chipped away at the single thing that had made the name worth paying for.

A label found on a couture gown and a cheap frying pan alike could no longer tell anyone that its owner belonged to a world most people could not reach. By then most people could reach it.

By the 2000s the name was worth a fraction of what it had been. No rival house beat Cardin and no turn of fashion did either. His own success at scale destroyed the brand, because its worth had always rested on other people being kept out.

Hold on to that, because it is not only a story about clothes. Your rent is where you meet the same fact, and so is the place at the school you want for your child, and so is any queue where the prize runs out before the people do.

Now set that fact against the argument this book has been building. The money an automated economy earns can be owned in common, and a citizens’ fund can hold it. A steady yearly cheque can pay it out and survive a crash.

Grant all of it. Grant every citizen a safe income for life worth a meaningful share of the middle wage.

One fact about other people would still be standing, as stubborn as the one that hollowed out the house of Cardin. We want some things because other people cannot have them, and handing everyone the money to bid for those things does not widen the gate. It raises the price of admission.

So here is the claim. The cheque can make sure that nobody is cold or hungry, but it cannot buy everyone the best address or the university place everyone wants, because those are worth having only while most people are kept out.

Hand everyone the money and the only thing that moves is the price. Put the cheque into a city that builds too little and your landlord captures a large part of it as higher rent. Put it into school places and the race quickens.


Two kinds of want

In 1976 Fred Hirsch, an Austrian-born economist who had spent years as a financial journalist before he began teaching at Warwick, published a book called Social Limits to Growth. His argument was that a country grows rich in two ways at once, and that the two follow different rules.

The first kind of good can be made in any quantity: more bread, more electricity, more insulation, more antibiotics. One person’s warm shower does not cool anyone else’s. Two centuries of industry have made goods of this kind plentiful beyond anything a person alive in 1800 could have pictured.

The second kind cannot be made in any quantity at all. Hirsch called it a positional good, something wanted because most people cannot have it: the best address, the top university place. The house facing the sea and the corner office belong here too.

Picture a room of children walking round a row of chairs, with one chair fewer than there are children. Hand every child some money and the room still has one chair too few. All you have done is raise the stakes when the music stops.

That is the whole trap in one image.

You cannot make more of these things. Try, and you destroy the very quality that made them wanted. Double the intake of the elite university and it stops being elite.

Hirsch saw something darker as well. As more people reach a good that used to belong to a few, the crowd itself spoils it.

The empty beach is a different good from the crowded one. The degree that once all but guaranteed a profession now, as everyone gets one, merely qualifies its holder to apply.

A country can grow richer and still leave its people running harder to hold a place that moves away as fast as they approach it.

Hirsch was putting an older and more vivid idea in order. In 1899 Thorstein Veblen, a sharp-tongued Norwegian-American economist, published The Theory of the Leisure Class. The book gave the language a phrase it has never given back: conspicuous consumption.

His point was that beyond a certain level of comfort the rich buy things not to use them but to show them. The expensive handbag carries no more than the cheap one; its job is to prove that its owner could pay the price.

Now think what a cheque for everyone does to a good of the second kind, the chair in short supply. Money for heating warms every household and leaves no household colder. Money for a positional good works the other way round.

If everyone’s power to bid rises by the same amount, nobody’s place in the queue has changed. The only thing still free to move is the price.

The cheque buys people out of cold, hunger and squalor, which are conditions a country can in principle end for everyone. It cannot buy them out of rank, because rank is a relation, and a country can only ever pass it round.

That is not a flaw in any one design. It is a fact about the kind of good, and it would defeat the most generous cheque ever written.

Cardin found the same wall from the other side. Make the mark of rank for everyone and it marks nothing; hand everyone money for it and only the price moves. Either way, nobody climbs.



The tutor hired at six

In 1985 the economist Robert Frank published a book called Choosing the Right Pond, and the pond is the image. People care less about their own size than about whether they are a large fish in the water they happen to swim in.

Because rank is relative, the money poured into climbing it is largely cancelled out. When every parent hires a tutor to win the same fixed number of university places the places do not multiply, so the parents spend more to stand still, and the family that opts out falls behind.

Economists argue about the tax Frank proposed as a cure, not about this description. The contest for rank burns real money and moves, in the end, nobody.

The clearest case is education, and it is the one this chapter leans on hardest.

A degree teaches real skills. One school of economists holds that much of the extra pay it brings is earned in the classroom rather than at the admissions gate. Grant that.

But a degree does a second job as well. In the account this chapter follows, that second job is a big part of what it is for. It tells an employer working through a pile of applicants not what its holder knows but that its holder was picked, ranked and vouched for by a body that turns most applicants away.

Rank cannot be mass-produced, because a rank everybody holds is not a rank.

So as degrees became common the signal weakened, and the answer was not to compete less but to compete harder: the master’s degree to stand out from the merely graduate, the unpaid internship stacked on the internship. And the tutor hired at six to win the place at eleven that wins the place at eighteen.

Each family’s spending makes perfect sense on its own. Almost all of it cancels out, because the number of good jobs and sought-after places did not grow to meet the effort. Families spend vast amounts of time and money to leave the queue in very nearly the order it began.

You cannot educate your way out of this trap, because the qualification is the position. The cheque does not shorten that queue. It raises the price of standing in it.



The rent

In 1997 a Londoner on the middle wage needed about four years’ pay, before tax, for the middle-priced home. By 2022 the same home cost twelve and a half years’ pay.

That is one working generation, and it is where most households meet the positional good in person.

Housing is two goods wearing one price tag. The first is shelter, which a country can supply to a decent standard for everyone.

The second is location: the postcode, the school catchment, the short walk to work and the view. Not everyone can live in the best square mile of a city that people want to live in.

Brussels tells a different story over the same decades, and it is the more hopeful one. A home there costs nearer five or six years’ pay than twelve. The city kept building, and fewer foreign buyers chased its flats than London’s.

Where building could answer, the extra price on a good address stayed modest. Where it could not, that price ran away.

Now put the cheque into a city that builds too little. Suppose every household gets one worth a quarter of the middle wage. Not all of it, but a large part, ends up within a few rent rises with whoever owns the well-placed homes.

The money meant to secure the tenant raises the rent instead, and the landlord takes the difference. A cheque with no plan to build is a bucket with a hole in it.

But notice what Brussels shows, because it rescues the argument from despair. The runaway price is not a law of nature; to a large degree it is the work of planning rules that froze supply.

That cuts two ways. It limits the damage, because the part of housing that is about position can be shrunk by building. And it sets up the strongest objection to this whole chapter.

Perhaps the planners made the trap too.



Build more and see

A fair-minded critic stops me here, and for a good stretch of the argument the critic has the better of it. Most of what this chapter files under positional, the critic says, is scarcity made by policy.

So the honest answer, on this view, is not to lower the promise but to fix the supply. Build more homes and the trap disappears.

The evidence is Tokyo, a city that loosened its planning rules and built homes at a pace the big English-speaking cities have not come near. From the mid-1990s it held house prices roughly flat, after inflation, while London and San Francisco doubled and tripled.

So a good that fashionable theory files under positional turns out, the objection runs, to be an ordinary good that bad zoning made scarce. Build enough, and the price of a postcode falls towards the cost of the bricks.

The critic is right, and I concede it in full. Much of the housing trap is a planning failure, and the answer is to build.

The critic has a second point, and I concede that too. Take away the ruin that waits at the bottom, the lost home and the lost standing, and much of the anxious spending of the middle loses its urgency.

But a floor cools the panic, not the wish to stand above the rest. Those are two different engines, and the second is much older than the hardships a cheque can end.

And building runs into a limit no planning reform reaches. You can build more flats; you cannot build a second stretch of original coastline, a second Vermeer or a second place at the top of any ranking.

Rank is fixed by the meaning of the word. The moment everyone is above average, the average has moved.

Even Tokyo still has streets the ambitious want and the merely comfortable cannot reach. Even if London built until the cranes ran out of sky, Mayfair would still be Mayfair. The address would go on saying what it says.

That is why education matters so much here. Housing, I have conceded, is largely a supply problem.

A degree has no such escape, because nobody can build a second place at the top of the class. The queue for it only grows dearer as more people can afford to stand in it.

The critic wins the flats, not the ranking.



A floor, not a ceiling

From the late 1960s Cardin put his name on a vast range of goods, until the name said nothing at all. He had offered everyone a piece of a closed world, and the offer destroyed the thing he was selling.

A cheque sold as a machine for abundance makes the same mistake. It promises to hand everyone a good whose whole worth lay in others being kept out, and in the handing it would destroy the very thing it set out to spread. It would be sold past a limit its designers never mapped.

Sold as a floor, it promises something smaller and truer. The book calls it a dignity floor, enough for everyone to live decently. A floor, not a ceiling.

Set the two lists side by side, because the honesty is the argument.

What the cheque can secure: food and heat for certain, a decent and safe home, healthcare to a real standard, an education to a real standard of skill and release from the daily arithmetic of survival.

These are not small things, and no country in history has guaranteed all of them to all its people.

What it cannot secure: the place at the one university everyone wants, the flat with the view that only a few thousand can have. Nor the top job that only one person can hold, nor the standing that is worth having only because most people are denied it.

The first list can be delivered. The second stays out of reach for good.

A cheque that delivered the first while saying plainly that it could not deliver the second would still be the largest social reform of the century, and it would survive every test this book has set.

Measured against utopia the floor looks modest. Measured against cold and hunger it is enormous.

It will not win you the best address or the place at the top of the class. What it will do is make sure that losing the contest no longer costs you your home, your health or your security.

No one cold. No one hungry. No one a missed pay cheque from the street.

No child’s life narrowed by the accident of a poor year. That floor does not abolish the contest for rank, but it was never the floor’s job to.

Which leaves one question standing, and it opens the last part of this book. Suppose the floor holds, and suppose the contest for rank does not end but moves, as it always has. Where does it go?

A century ago Keynes looked at a richer future and promised his grandchildren, which is to say us, a fifteen-hour week. We got the productivity he predicted and never took the fifteen-hour week.
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12. Keynes’s Mistake

Battle Creek, Michigan, 1 December 1930, the second winter of the Great Depression. Will Keith Kellogg, who had made his fortune from breakfast cereal, cut the working day at his plant. It ran against every instinct of a frightened economy.

Where the factory had run three eight-hour shifts, it would now run four six-hour ones. The sum was deliberate. A shorter day left room for one more shift, and that shift meant a job for somebody in a town short of work.

Kellogg softened the loss of two hours’ pay. He raised the hourly wage by about an eighth. A day’s pay still fell, but by something nearer a sixth than a quarter.

And it worked. Output held, and accident rates dropped.

The cost of making a case of cornflakes fell too.

The company said its people, handed back two hours of daylight, came back steadier and quicker. By the firm’s own telling, the experiment was a success on every count a factory is built to measure.

Here is the claim of this chapter. That same winter an economist in England bet that the machines would buy back human time. He turned out to be right about the machines and wrong about us.

We did grow rich enough to work fifteen hours a week. Offered the time, we took the money instead.

Almost a century later, with machines Kellogg could not have pictured, you are still at your desk or on your shift on a Friday afternoon. This chapter is about why.


The hours crept back

In the 1940s wartime demand pulled Battle Creek back towards the longer day, and the eight-hour shift, once restored as a patriotic duty, turned out to be far easier to keep than to give up.

No single moment marked the defeat, and no board meeting voted leisure down. The hours simply crept back, department by department and year by year, until by 1957 most of the factory had given up the six-hour day.

The last to hold it were the plant’s women. They defended their shorter day longest, and they protested when the company finally ended the experiment in 1985, fifty-five years after Kellogg began it.

Be fair to the record. In 1946 most of the workforce was still voting for the shorter day, and the company was pushing for the longer one. Only the women held out to the end, and even they were overruled.

But the striking fact is not that the experiment ended. It is that the workers themselves, in the end, mostly chose to end it. Offered the time, generation after generation, a majority came to prefer the wage.

The company pushed, but most of them chose. The way it unwound is this whole chapter in miniature.



What Keynes promised

The same winter, an ocean away, John Maynard Keynes sat down to make a bet of his own. He was the most influential economist of the century, and he was writing into the same gloom.

Britain was sliding towards mass unemployment, and nearly everything published that year was grim. Against that mood Keynes wrote something short, strange and almost reckless, an essay called Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren.

He looked past the slump to the century after it and saw not disaster but plenty. The machines would keep getting better, he argued, growth would keep building on growth, and within a hundred years the oldest problem in human history, the problem of producing enough, would be close to solved.

And he put numbers on it. A century on, he wrote, the standard of life in the rich countries would be “between four and eight times as high”. That put his deadline at roughly 2030.

Solving the problem of producing enough, he said, would leave a harder one behind it: what to do with the hours it freed. Then came the line that made the essay famous. “Three-hour shifts or a fifteen-hour week may put off the problem for a great while,” he wrote. “For three hours a day is quite enough to satisfy the old Adam in most of us!”

Three hours a day on five days, and the rest of the week your own.

Now score the forecast against the record. Output per person in the rich world has risen since 1930 by something in the region of five or six times. Keynes had named a band of four to eight, and the record landed inside it.

He wrote that among the bread queues, with no computer, no jet engine and no antibiotic. On output, he was right.

On hours he was not even close. We are within a few years of his deadline, and the fifteen-hour week is on no one’s horizon.

That contrast is the clue. If the economics had failed, the missing time would need no explaining at all. But the economics worked. The wealth arrived in our hands, and we turned down the hours it was supposed to buy.

So the mistake is not in his sums about production. It is in his idea of why people want things in the first place.

The worst of it is that Keynes saw the trap and walked into it anyway. In the same essay he split human wants into two kinds. Some we feel whatever our neighbours have.

The others we feel, in his words, “only if their satisfaction lifts us above, makes us feel superior to, our fellows”.

Of that second kind he wrote the fatal words. Such wants “may indeed be insatiable; for the higher the general level, the higher still are they”.

He named the thing that would eat his leisure and looked straight at it. Then he assumed we would rise above it once our bellies were full. He filed it under exceptions.

Chapter 11 had a name for a thing wanted because most people cannot have it: a positional good, the best address, the top university place. This chapter applies the idea to time.

Past a point, people judge their free time against what others are doing, and they give it up the moment a rival keeps working. Keynes wrote the theory of his own defeat.



The hours that stopped falling

In 1870 a worker in the rich countries put in something close to three thousand hours a year. Call it about sixty hours a week, across fifty weeks of the year. Long days and very few holidays.

Over the next century the hours came down, and came down a long way. Today a worker in the advanced economies puts in roughly thirteen hundred to nineteen hundred hours a year.

So Keynes was not imagining a trend. He was extending a real one, and his mistake was to assume it would run smoothly to its end.

It did not. The fall was steep through the early twentieth century, then slowed sharply after the Second World War. In much of the rich world it very nearly stopped.

We covered perhaps half the distance from the Victorian factory to Keynes’s fifteen hours. Then we sat down where we stood.

Part of what we did with the rest deserves its due. A good share of the new wealth went into pensions, and into hospitals and classrooms, work that no machine has found a way to speed up.

A doctor can see only so many patients in an hour. The leisure we never took went partly on caring for one another rather than on greed.

Some of the stubborn hours are also a trick of the counting. Women went into paid work in their millions, and much of what they did was not new work but old work made visible. The cooking, cleaning and nursing moved out of the unpaid home and into the counted market.

Grant all of it, and the argument about rank still stands alongside the hospitals and the pensions, not in their place. Even the hours left over once they were paid for went back into work rather than into time.

The proof is the gap between countries running the same machines. Germany and the United States use the same robots, the same software and the same logistics, and they get much the same out of an hour of work.

Yet in 2022 the average German worked around thirteen hundred and forty hours. The average American worked closer to eighteen hundred. Those are hours actually worked, not hours on a contract.

Put the two side by side at the same machine, and by the end of that year the American has worked several hundred hours more.

France went further and wrote shorter hours into law: a standard working week of thirty-five hours, phased in around 2000. The effect on jobs is still argued over, but France made the choice deliberately, taking new wealth as time rather than money.

If hours simply followed the machines, they would be the same wherever the machines are the same. They are not.

How a country splits its new wealth between more things and more time is not a fact about output. It is a choice, made and remade through bargaining, law and custom.

Faced with that choice across a century, the rich world chose things, and more and more of them were the kind chapter 11 described, worth having because the neighbours had less. We then worked the hours to pay for them.



Early, not wrong

A defender of Keynes will stop me here, and the case deserves a hearing. He was early, not wrong, the defence runs.

Hours did fall by about half over a century and a half, which is no small thing, and the yearly figure hides part of the fall because it leaves out the years at school and in retirement.

And count a whole life, the defence goes on, not a single year. We start work later, after far longer at school. We stop earlier and live far longer after stopping than any worker of 1930 could have dreamed.

A child born in a rich country today may spend a fifth of its life in education before drawing a first full wage. Then two or three decades in retirement after the last one.

Those two stretches sit on either side of the working years, with a leisure the Victorian labourer, who often worked until the week he died, would have found unimaginable.

On that reading the fifteen-hour week is not a broken promise but a late one, with the idle years moved to the two ends of a life and the dense, overworked middle left in between.

The most careful answer to that defence is also the most sobering. Two economists, Valerie Ramey and Neville Francis, reconstructed American work and leisure across the whole twentieth century.

They counted the longer years of schooling as the work they largely are, and they added the unpaid hours of the household back in.

On that accounting, free time per person rose only modestly, by something like four or five hours a week over a hundred years. Spread across the week, that is well under an hour a day for a century of machines.

The lifetime view narrows Keynes’s gap. It does not come close to closing it.

A second defence runs deeper, and this chapter only points at it, because the next chapter is built on it.

Perhaps people kept working not out of greed or status panic but because a job hands you what an empty afternoon does not. A shape to the day, a skill to use, colleagues, a reason to leave the house.

If that is right, the forty-hour week is not a trap we failed to escape. It is what adults chose when they weighed the alternative, and the Kellogg workers who let their shorter day go knew exactly what they wanted.

Notice that this does not rescue Keynes. It convicts him on a different charge. He thought we would want the time and would have to wait a while before we could take it. This reading says we could take it and did not want it.

Either way he misread the human animal, not the machine.



The last problem

Keynes made his real mistake somewhere other than in his sums. It was not a forecast that went wrong inside economics. It was a mistake about economics itself.

He treated “the economic problem”, the problem of having enough to live on, as the last problem. Beat it, and the human race would be free to turn to higher things.

But having enough was never the last problem. It was the first one, the one loud enough to drown out the rest.

Silence it and you do not get peace. You get to hear the quieter ones. The problem of rank, the problem of meaning, the problem of a freedom nobody ever trained you to use.

Give him his due, because the part he got right is the part we still have not faced. He hoped that one day we would have to learn to “live wisely and agreeably and well”. We got the plenty and left the question open.

Return, at the last, to Battle Creek. The men and women who clocked off Kellogg’s six-hour shifts in 1930 stand in for everyone who came after them.

Decades ahead of the rest of us they held the exact gift Keynes promised the century, real productivity turned into real time, two hours a day to do with as they liked.

And generation by generation, with the women holding out longest, they handed it back. They chose, in effect if not always in form, to return to the longer day so that they might own the refrigerator, the second car, the house a notch above the neighbour’s.

They were not foolish, and most of them were not coerced. They found what we have all found since: that a wage buys things a neighbour can see, and that an idle afternoon, however sweet, wins no ground in the one contest that never closes.

So the contest for rank did not end. It moved into the hours themselves, and a full diary became the new way of showing off: the packed calendar, the message answered at midnight.

Which leaves a question for you, in your own long week. We are rich enough not to need the labour, and we will not take the time even when it is handed to us. So what is the pay packet doing for us?

Something with very little to do with the money in it. It tells the neighbours, and it tells us, who we are.

The next chapter asks what a human being is once it is no longer needed to produce. The answer turns out to be harder, and more hopeful, than either the prophets of leisure or the apostles of toil have allowed.

The thing we are really defending when we keep working is not income. It is identity.



Where this comes from
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13. Identity Without Income

At the end of the 1920s the textile mill in Marienthal, a small factory village an hour south of Vienna, shut its gates. The life that had grown up around the work began, slowly, to come apart.

The wages went first, as everyone expected. Then something went that nobody had thought to expect.

In the early 1930s researchers came to write down what had happened to the village. The men, timed as they crossed the main square, walked more and more slowly. They stopped for no reason and started again, until a walk of a few hundred metres could stretch to an hour.

Some of what those researchers wrote down looks odd for a study of unemployment. They noted the hour at which families sat down to eat, and how much use the village library was getting.

Those are the things that give a day its edges, and in Marienthal they were all coming loose. Meals drifted away from the clock. The library, which the villagers had fought to keep open, fell silent just when its readers had nothing in the world but hours to fill.

Handed unlimited free time, the village did not bloom into leisure. It sank into a slow, shapeless apathy in which nobody could quite say where the hours had gone.

If a machine, or a pension, ever takes the place of your job, the money is the smaller loss. What goes with it is the Monday morning, the people you saw every day and your answer when a stranger asks what you do. This chapter is about that second loss, and what it would take to make it good.

Chapter 12 ended on a puzzle and its answer. The economist John Maynard Keynes promised that plenty would buy back our hours, the wealth arrived on his timetable, and the free hours never came. That answer was that the wage was never only money: what we guard when we keep working is the identity that came in the same envelope as the pay. Marienthal is the clearest picture we have of that idea.

Earlier chapters argued that the machines can do our work and that the wealth can be shared. What broke the people of Marienthal was not the empty purse. It was the empty day.

A guaranteed income can pay the rent, but it cannot hand over the shape to the day, the company, the standing and the reason to get up that a job gave people for free. Those have to be built on purpose.


Five things a job gives besides pay

Marie Jahoda was one of the researchers who went to Marienthal. Over the following decades she built out of what she saw there the best account we have of why a job matters beyond money.

A job, on her account, hands over two kinds of thing. The obvious one is the wage. The rest she called the latent functions of work: the five things a job gives besides pay, which nobody notices until they are gone.

The first three are a shape to the day, company beyond the family and a sense of being part of something larger. The fourth is a standing in the eyes of other people, and with it an answer to the question of who you are. The fifth is a reason to be up and doing.

Think of your own week. The alarm has a reason to ring, the colleagues you never chose are people you would miss, and somewhere an order has to ship or a shift has to be covered. A stranger at a party asks what you do, and you have an answer ready.

The people of Marienthal lost the wage, which everyone expected. Then they lost all five of the others, which nobody had thought to count. The second loss was the one that broke them.

The case no longer rests on one village in the Depression. Researchers have since gone back over dozens of separate studies and pooled what they found. People in work report more of every one of the five things than people out of work, and more of the wage too, and they are in better mental health.

One caution. Most of those studies compare people at a single moment, so on their own they cannot rule out that the poor mental health came first.

Studies that follow the same people into and out of work reach the same answer. Losing a job hurts far more than the lost pay can explain.

Then the finding that matters most. The single largest loss in unemployment is not the loss of income. It is the loss of standing.

Standing cuts deeper than the lost timetable, the lost activity, the lost purpose or the lost company. For most of us the first thing a stranger asks, and the first thing we offer, is what we do.

Take away the answer to that question and you have not made someone richer in leisure. You have made them no one in particular.

The wage was the smallest thing the job was paying.



What the lottery winners did next

A group of economists in Sweden set out to find thousands of lottery winners and follow them for decades. They could do it because Sweden keeps registers detailed enough to track one person’s pay and hours year by year.

Their records can test the hopeful thought that the optimists of plenty reach for first. Even if a job pays in standing and shape as well as in money, perhaps a generous floor is all anyone needs: pay the rent, and the rest will look after itself.

An old idea said the opposite, that money makes no lasting difference: a windfall changes nothing for long, because a person gets used to every rise in fortune and drifts back to where they started. The registers say otherwise. The winners’ gains in how satisfied they felt with life were modest, and they lasted.

The same registers show what the winners did with the money, and for a chapter about identity that is the part that matters. They cut their working hours a little, permanently. And they kept their jobs.

Handed years of income at a stroke, healthy adults in their prime bought a slice of leisure and went back to work the next morning. Whatever else they were getting from the job, it was not on sale at the lottery counter.

So the answer is neither that money is worthless nor that money is everything. Money cures deprivation. It cannot buy standing.

A higher floor buys lasting gains, and it buys most for the people who start lowest. That is the strongest case anyone can make for a generous floor, and the weakest case anyone can make for the idea that plenty alone will produce a contented people.

What money cannot buy is the standing and the shape that the job supplied, and a cheque leaves both where it found them. The floor takes away the hardship and leaves everything the job built standing empty.

Money pays the rent. It does not fill the day.



The biggest experiment ever run

Across the rich world the generation born after the war is retiring, and tens of millions of people are now living on income without work.

That makes retirement the largest test of income without work ever run, and it comes with a fair comparison built in. The person who retires, unlike the person out of work, usually keeps the money.

The pension takes care of the wage. What happens to the other five?

The same pooled studies that measured the unemployed also measured the retired. They found almost as much lost, even though the money still arrives every month. The deepest losses are in company and in having something to do each day.

Picture the first Monday after the last day at work, with nowhere to be. Studies that follow people into retirement describe an early honeymoon that fades, for many, into a slow loss of purpose. The pension arrives on time and changes nothing about the silence of the morning.

But the average hides the finding that matters most. What separates a good retirement from a bad one is not money. It is whether the leaving was chosen.

Going by choice, which is what the large majority do, tends to lift how satisfied people feel with their lives. Being pushed out by redundancy or ill health brings no such lift at all, and the damage falls heaviest on those who started with least.

The money was roughly the same in both cases, which is the point.

One Japanese study followed more than forty thousand adults for seven years. Those with no sense of a life worth living were roughly 50 per cent more likely to die. That held after allowing for the usual risks to health.

One study is not proof, and health and habit are surely tangled up in it. But a reason to get up in the morning is not a luxury that a comfortable income throws in for free. For many people it is holding the life up.

You might object here, and the objection has force. People who have retired are old.

Take a frail 75-year-old, whose friends are dying and whose body is failing. You cannot read off from that the fate of a healthy 30-year-old living on a cheque from a fund.

The objection is right, and it means the retirement evidence can be used for one thing and no more. Money alone, even a comfortable and guaranteed income, does not buy a shape to the day, company or purpose. The pension keeps the money coming and the frame collapses anyway.

For people of working age the weight has to fall elsewhere, and it falls on two cases that have nothing to do with old age. The Swedish winners were healthy and in their prime, and they kept their jobs. The people of Marienthal were young and middle-aged workers, and empty time hollowed them out within months.

The thread running through all three is not age. It is whether there is a frame to live inside, and that is the one thing a cheque does not touch.

So picture a fund that pays every citizen a comfortable income and hands them empty time by default. It does not copy the good retirement. It copies the bad one, the forced and empty and lonely kind, and it does so for a whole population at once.

The people who thrive after work are the ones who rebuilt the shape, the company and the purpose for themselves, out of their own circles and resolve. Make that the unspoken condition of a good life after work, and those with the richest circles will flourish while the rest decay.

That is exactly the inequality the cheque was meant to end.

Income without a frame is not freedom. It is early retirement, well funded and imposed on people who did not choose it. We already know how that story tends to end.



The case for hope

Every Saturday morning a retired fitter coaches the under-elevens. At three in the morning a volunteer crews the inshore lifeboat.

A man works his allotment until his back aches and gives the runner beans away to his neighbours. Another keeps the books of the working-men’s club.

None of them is chasing a wage, and that is the strongest answer the hopeful case has. People may be far more resilient, and more inventive about meaning, than the grim figures suggest.

The will to be good at something that matters, in front of people whose regard you value, is not reserved for a special few. It is general issue.

Some people already live without a wage and do not fall apart. The clearest case is the homemaker, who in the same pooled studies scores on the five things about as well as a person in work.

But the homemaker is a witness to call with care. The feminist movement attacked the housewife’s lot, and it was right to.

Her role was lonely and it carried no public standing. It left her depending on a husband who held the only pay cheque in the house.

Notice what was wrong there, because it maps onto our question. A cheque from a fund supplies the one thing she most obviously lacked: an income of her own. What it cannot supply is the other half, the public recognition that holding a household together is a contribution, not a withdrawal.

The same goes for care. Raising children, tending the old and the sick, the thousand unpaid hours that hold a street together: that is real work by every measure except the one that prints a payslip. The people who do it are not hollowed out, and what they lack is not purpose but recognition.

In 2017 and 2018 Finland’s social-insurance agency ran a trial. The agency paid a guaranteed sum every month to two thousand people out of work. The trial found no negative effect on employment, and the people on it felt better, with less stress, less depression and less loneliness.

It tells us about well-being, not about how to design a fund. But security, in Finland at least, did not make people idle the way the critics feared.

So the optimist will say: people find their own meaning. Give them money and time, and they will build the rest themselves.

Look hard at every hopeful case above and notice what they have in common. The coach has a team and a Saturday.

The homemaker who does well in those studies, unlike the housewife of the past, has a role others recognise and real work to do. The Finn who felt better was still living among friends, family, errands and obligations, which gave the new security somewhere to land.

Every one of them came ready equipped with a shape to the day, with recognition and with a purpose the person had chosen, and a cheque supplies none of the three.

The hope is real. It comes with a condition.



Building the frame on purpose

In your town, on a Saturday morning, the football kicks off. In the evening the choir rehearses, the evening class meets and the committee of the local club sits down.

In a society still organised around the wage, all of that reads as leisure, the pleasant edge around the business of a job. Strip the wage out of the centre of a life and it stops being the edge.

It becomes the thing that holds the life up: the shape, the company, the purpose and the standing that the job used to hand over in one envelope and the cheque cannot. In a world where the jobs are gone, belonging is not a smaller thing than work. It is the thing.

A society serious about this would treat the places where people belong the way it treats clean water and basic schooling: something to provide, not a by-product the lucky happen to inherit. That means libraries and workshops and sports grounds with money behind them.

It means real paid routes into care work and community projects, with real standing attached. Not the polite thanks we hand a volunteer now.

Above all it means thinking hard about how standing is earned once the job title has gone. People will look for standing whether or not anyone designs for it, and a society that does not build honourable ways to earn it will get dishonourable ones by default.

None of this is exotic. Every piece of it exists somewhere already, short of money and never joined up.

So the work that plenty leaves undone is not the sharing out of money. The earlier chapters did that work, and it is necessary and nowhere near enough. What remains is the sharing out of the five things themselves.

A share of the machine buys the floor. The life that stands on top of that floor has to be built on purpose, by institutions designed for it, because no life assembles itself out of cheques.

The fear behind this chapter was that the machines would make us redundant and that redundancy would hollow us out. That fear is half right. Income alone cannot fill the space where the work used to be, and the retired and the jobless both say so.

But the loss can be made good. That emptiness is not a fact of human nature but a fact of neglect, and what has been neglected can be built.

The choir, the Saturday football and the committee of your local club look like hobbies today. On the day the work goes, they are what is left holding your week together.

The horse of this book’s title did not vanish when the car arrived. It stopped being the way we got about and went on to be something else. The question the conclusion takes up is what we choose to become once we are no longer needed to produce.
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Conclusion


The stable goes up around us

In the spring of 2026, as I finished this book, Anthropic raised $65 billion in a single round. In the same season Alphabet told its shareholders to expect about $185 billion of spending in 2026 alone.

Nearly all of Alphabet’s spending buys buildings, chips and electricity: the machinery that trains the AI models and then runs them for anyone who asks.

These are not forecasts but budgets, current as of June 2026 and open to revision, and neither holds a line for the people whose work the machines will do. If a machine is learning your job right now, you own no part of the company behind it.

The stable is going up at extraordinary speed, and it is going up around us, not for us.

Here is where this book ends: in money terms we really are the horse of its title, replaced the moment something cheaper can do the work, with no claim on what it earns.

But we can own the machines, we can vote and other people still want us. So what becomes of us is not a forecast to wait for. It is a thing we build.

In 1983 the economist Wassily Leontief looked at the machines that were coming and reached for an animal. The engine and the tractor had made the horse redundant, he said. Human labour would go the same way: nobody ever offered the horse a new job.

This book has spent thirteen chapters agreeing with one half of that warning and refusing the other half.

Start with the half that is true. In 1915 American farms worked about 26 million horses and mules.

By 1960 about 3 million were left. Almost nine in every ten had gone, inside a single human lifetime.

Now the half the book refuses. The horse did not vanish. It stopped being the way people and goods got about and became something else: it raced, it competed, it healed, it carried children around paddocks and police officers through crowds.

None of that was automatic and none of it was gentle. Nobody found new work for the horses that could not make the change. They retired, in the sense that word takes on for a creature that has stopped earning its keep.

What a machine displaces can survive, but only into the roles the people around it choose to pay for. The engine did not settle the horse’s fate; people and their rules did. That is the whole argument of this book in one animal.

Now the money, and us.

Across the high-income economies the International Labour Organization tracks what workers produce against what they are paid. Since 1999 output for each hour worked has risen 29 per cent there. Pay, after inflation, has risen 15 per cent.

That is 14 points of growth given up in a quarter of a century. Most of that gap opened before 2007. Had your pay kept pace with what you produce, it would have risen roughly twice as far.

This is not a story with villains but the arithmetic chapter 1 named: a thing that costs nothing to copy pays whoever owns the original, not the people whose work went into it.

What is new is where that arithmetic has reached. It is in the office now, and in the legal brief, the work we spent a century calling safe because it needed a degree.

That safety stood on sand.



The comfort in the long run

The optimist has three answers ready.

Machines have always made more jobs than they destroyed. The work nobody can yet imagine will appear, as it always has. And growth, given time, lifts everyone.

None of the three is foolish. Each is true about the long run and the average, and each is silent about who gets the gains, how fast the change lands and the people caught in between.

Take the first. A machine does not only replace people: it also raises the worth of the work it cannot do. The horse shows the limit of that: it worked alongside the new machines for a while, until a better substitute arrived.

The number of jobs may hold steady or even grow. The danger is what the jobs pay, not how many there are. When a machine can copy a skill, the extra pay that skill once earned collapses.

Take the second: new work may appear, but “may” is carrying that sentence.

In 2017 two economists, Daron Acemoglu and Pascual Restrepo, followed the industrial robots across America’s local job markets. Each extra robot for every thousand workers measurably cut both jobs and pay in the area it landed in.

One extra machine among a thousand people is a small number. It was enough to show in the pay.

No wave of new work arrived to cancel the loss, or none soon enough to matter to a working life. Whether the next wave does better is a question of what we build the machines to do.

Take the third: growth lifts everyone. The first pages of this conclusion answered it. Output grew about twice as fast as pay, and the opening chapters showed where the rest went.

One small word unites the three answers: eventually. But “eventually” does the work of decades, and an economist measures it in smooth curves drawn afterwards, not in the lives lived through the change.

The optimists are not lying. They read an average and call it a promise.



The floor we can build

Alaska already pays a dividend out of a fund its own people hold, and Norway runs a fund on behalf of every Norwegian. Both are working institutions.

The remedy is not to break the machines, which has never once worked. It is to spread who owns them, on purpose.

What this book proposes is smaller than the problem: the thing within reach of ordinary politics is a floor.

A dividend drawn from capital that everyone owns can end real want for good, and it raises the bottom without pulling down the top.

The book’s word for this is predistribution: giving people a share of what is owned before the money is earned, instead of taxing it afterwards.

Somebody must argue for a tax on profit every year, from weakness, once the gains have piled up. A share taken at the start is yours from the first day, and the fight is only to keep the rule.

Chapter 10 showed what keeps such a floor standing through a crash: not clever investing, but a rule strong enough to bind. It gets raided where the rule is weak, as Alaska’s vetoed dividend showed.

The obvious objection is that Alaska and Norway had oil, and most countries do not, but filling a fund needs no lucky geology.

A country can charge the platforms a dividend on the data they take from the public, or rule that a slice of the shares a company issues when it goes public passes into the fund. A country without oil can still build a fund.

The sharpest objection says Vanguard solved this in the 1970s. Vanguard sells index funds, which buy a slice of every big company at once and pick none, so anyone who wants to own the robot need only open an account.

That mistakes access for a stake: an index fund needs money left over at the end of the month. A great many people have none, once the rent, the food and the debt come out.

A private savings plan grows what you already have, and if what you have is nothing, it does nothing for you. A citizens’ fund hands a stake to the person who could never have bought one.

And you may hold a piece of one already: the pension money invested on your behalf exists in your name right now. The question worth asking is who governs it and by what rule.

A stake with a say attached is not only money coming in. It is a seat at the table where people decide who gets what.

A floor is necessary, because the alternative is to let the losses run through people’s lives with nothing to soften them. It can be done, because it is already running in two places. And it is nowhere near enough.



We are not the horse

A nurse sits down beside a patient. A teacher knows the child in front of them. A friend sits with someone who is grieving instead of processing them.

All three are demands for a human being, and they grow rather than shrink as a society gets richer.

So far this book has treated us as the horse, and in money terms that is right. But here the comparison breaks: the horse had no say in what became of it. We do.

Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee, who pressed the horse comparison hardest, set out the differences.

First, take a machine that is better than you at everything. It still leaves you work. It pays to put the machine where its lead is biggest and leave the rest to people.

The horse had nothing left over: once the tractor beat it at pulling and the car at carrying, no third job remained in which it beat the machine. We have such jobs, for now.

Second, humans want humans. The nurse, the teacher and the friend are the proof.

Third, ownership, the hinge of the whole book: the horse could not own a slice of the Ford Motor Company. You can own a slice of the firm that builds the robot. A worker who is also an owner has the lifeboat the horse never had.

Fourth, beneath ownership, the vote: the horse could not vote, could not organise, could not strike and could not petition. You can. So who gets the gains from automation is a political question.

Grant all four, and the question chapter 13 raised is still waiting. Secure the income, the ownership and the vote, and a life still has to turn on something, once it no longer turns on work.

A dividend buys the time and the security in which a life might be built. It does not build the life.

We are not the horse, then, on one condition: that we keep those differences alive. Ownership protects only the people who actually own, and the drift of this book’s opening chapters was towards fewer owners rather than more.

The vote shapes the outcome only while people use it. Ownership and the vote are not facts of nature that will hold whatever we do.

People built them. People can let them rot.



Build it, do not predict it

Keynes forecast a fifteen-hour week, as chapter 12 told it, and Leontief forecast that human labour would go the way of the horse. Both men read a trend and mistook it for a fate.

Two cheap endings are available here, and both are forecasts: that it will all work out, or that we are simply the horse.

A forecast is the enemy of building. Predict less, and write the rules that make the future worth living in whichever forecast turns out nearest the mark.

Take the book’s quietest example. Chapter 7’s Paul Otlet set out to index all human knowledge on millions of paper cards, decades before the machine that would have made it easy.

He was right on the substance. He lost to war, and to the people who held the money to keep his work alive and chose not to.

An idea with no institution behind it loses to whoever owns the capital around it, which is an argument for taking the share early.

The preface asked what happens to people when they are no longer needed to produce. The horse’s answer was a new role for a few and retirement for the rest, and the horse had no say in which of the two it got.

Our answer has no ending yet, but it has two halves. The first is the preface’s claim: when the engine earns, part of what it earns comes to you. The second is chapter 13’s: the life that income pays for has to be built on purpose, because no cheque builds it.

The horse could own nothing and vote for nothing. We can do both.

People are deciding right now, in boardrooms and parliaments most of us will never see, whether you end up owning a piece of the stable.

The horse is here to stay. So, this book has argued, are we, but only if we own the stable, and only if we build it on purpose rather than waiting for it to assemble itself.

The opening chapter asked who owns the stable before the horse is gone. The answer was always going to be us, or no one.
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	Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee, “Will Humans Go the Way of Horses?”, Foreign Affairs, 2015, for the differences between us and the horse.
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This edition is free, and it stays free. It exists so the argument reaches as many people as possible.


Pass it on

The most useful thing you can do is give this book to one other person. Send them the file, or tell them where you found it.



The full book

The Horse Is Here to Stay: Work, Wages, and Human Purpose in the Age of Intelligent Machines, by David Vanheeswijck, 2026.

This short edition is drawn from that full-length book. The full book has the same argument with all its evidence: the footnotes, the second and third examples in each chapter, and the arguments this edition leaves out.

It is available as a paperback, a hardcover, an e-book and an audiobook, at david.vanheeswijck.com/buy.


	Paperback ISBN: 978-90-837568-0-6

	Hardcover ISBN: 978-90-837568-1-3
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Corrections and comments: book@vanheeswijck.com
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