
��������������	
�������
���	�	��������	
��	�
�� �	����������	�����
����
	���
���
��	�����	��������������	����	�������	
���
	��������
��������������
����
��� ������	���	����	����	������
����

�������������	���	�����������������	��	�	�����
��	�� �	�������	��������!����������"
���	������
����� ������ �
	������ � ��������� ����� ��	��
!���	��"����
����	����������������	� #��� ���

������	�	�
���	�������	�����
������������
�����������������	������$����	���������	%���	

	���	���	�����	��������	������	��

&���"� � ��	 � ��	��	� � ����	 � �	�	' � ����
���
����	�����	���������������������	�� �	��
!(	��"�����
�����	�������	'�)���������	��
��	�������	��������������������
�����
	����
������	������

*	�"� � �	��� � �� � ����+��� � ��� � ���	������
���	�
��&�	�"�	��������	���	
���������������'
)�� � ���	������ � ��	� � ��	 �� ���� �	����� � ��	�
���	�
 � ���� � �	���� � �� � �	����, � ��

 � ���
�	�������	����	����������	����������������	
���	�����
���������������
�	������-	���	�����
������������	���������	����'

�����������	
���
�

������	������� �	
 ����

�	
 �����	�

����	��

�����	�

�	������
����

���� ���� 	��

��������

�!�

"#$"�
%�%&'

.�����
�	����	�������������	������
������	�
��������	������	�� ���
���� ���
 ���
���	����
���� � ���	������ � /�0� �&����� ����� �������	��
��	��	������	�����������	������	�	�	�� �
���
	��	�
 ���� �	1����	 �����	� �
����� ����	��	�
��	 � 
������
�� � ��	������ � �� � ����	��� � 2�	�
��	�	���	�������	��������	��	�����/30�������
���2����
����4���	������	�������������������
��������	�������������	
���+	��������	�����
��	���	
�
	����	������	�	�����������	���
���
����

����
�������	�����/50��&�����	��������	���
�������������	������
���
���������	�����	��	�����
���	�����	��������	�����

�������������������
��������	��������	����&�	�6��	���	��"�����
�	���� � 	1�	��� � �	�	���� � 
������
	
 � ��	
�	�	������� �����
�����	����	
�	�	�����������
�������������	������
�������"��!�������
",���"�����
���������
	�����	�������������������

��
�/70
�!&2.&(�(8�"9'�$&�	�	�
������	
����
�����	�+������%�����	�	��������	��������

�	������������������������	��������������������
	���
�	�
����	�
�����������	������������������
���	�������+
���
���	��+����:�������	���������	�
���	� ����	1����	����������	�	��������
	���
����
��	���	�;���+�<	��������57=�>��

��
��	�
���/70����������� ������	��������������
�������+	������	����������	
�����������	���

(���"��+	�����!�?4"'�!���	�?��������4��	"�
&�	��?4�������
������@������A,�?�����	����B

C�������?����������3�>A,�C������1�����5DA,

&�	�;���+�<	��������EDA,�2���������DA,�4��
��	��������	��������A�

�� � ��	�	�� � ��	 ��?4 � ��� � ����
��� ���� 5A
���������	�����������
������������
�	�����	��
�?4����D�DD�A
���
�������	�	�
	�����	�����
F3DA�����������������G���	�������	�������	�
����	���	�	������		����������	��	�������������
G�����	�����	��������	�������

&�	 �H8 �6��	���	��"� � �����	�� � �� �����
����	���	�����������������	��
�������������
	���	��������
���	�����

������		����� ���
���
��	 � � � !���+
���"� � &�	 � #����G������ � ���

�����������$@���	����	�����	%�������
�	������
 � 	������� � ���� � ��	
�	������	����	����������	���	
����	� � �� � �	���	 � �	I������
���������������	����	����	�

�� � ��	 � �	��� � �� � ��	
@���	�������	�����	

����	��������	�!����������������	"�/���!4D"0'

?�� � ��	 � ����� � @�
 � ��	 � 4D � �� � ;������ � ��
�����
���5�����	��	��������� ����	��� ��5�����
	��
 � ��
 � ���	� � 	���� � ����	I�	�� � ���������
������B��	���	�������	����	��	
�

&�	�4D���������
�������3�>���������	��B�����
��	� � ����
� � �� � ���	����� � �
>3> ����� � �	 � ���
�	��	
������
���"���	���������� ���������� �����
������� � ���	��	�����
 � � � ���	����� � ����

���������������������	����DD
DDD��	���	

�	�
�����������
DDD�
	�����

&�	 � �����	� � ���� � ��	 � $@���	���� � ��	
����	%������	��� ������� ��� ��

�	��	����	����
�	
���	������	���������+	�����	���	��		
���
�����������
����	����	����	��������������(������

�	��"��
�����	�������	���	�������

H�
	� � ���+
��� � ��	 � 4D � ��� � ;������ � ���
�		��	������	
�������	�����	�������3�>���
D�E�������	��J�&�	������	�������������	���	
���+
�����������	
���������	�����
����	��������
�������������#�������	���		+��

����	��
 ����� ���	�����	� ��	���	� ��	�����
��
���	�����������������	������	������������
��	��	��������	�C���	���&���������#����
	���
��	���	������	
���
����	���	�������������	�
��	����	���������	�����������

(���	��	��������+		�����	�������
��������
�	�	���������	�K)C�������	��
��	���	������	

������ ��� � 	I����� � �����	����� � 
��	���� �2��
��	�' � (	 � +		� � ���+	
 � 
��� � ����� � �� � �	���
L��	
 ���	����	��	���	� ����� �+		�� ���	�����
���	�����,�����	��	�	��	�	�������
��	����	�
���	, � ��� � ���	��	����	 � �� � ��	 � �	���� � �� � ��	
���+
�������
���	������������������	��������
�	����������	��������

&�	�6��	���	��"� �������� � �
	�������	�����
!�	�
 � ��������"
 � ����	 � �������� � ��� ������

����
 � ���	 � �	����	
 � �� �� � �	�	� ��� � ��-	����
�����������	���	�����
�G�
��	��	�	�����	�

&�	������	��������	�6��	���	��"�� �������

�	�����	��������������	��!�	�
���������"��	�
I���	�����	������EDA����=DA������	��������
������	��� � �����	
�	���	���������' ���� ���
����������� ������� � ��	 � �����, � ��
 � ��������
��
��	���	������������	�������

(��������	�����B���������	�����	I���	
���

	�	������
�����������	���M��	���
��	����
� � ������	
 � ��	�	 � �� � �� � ��� � ���� � �	 � ���
����	�	��	�
���������������	��������

&�	 � ����	 � ��	 ��	
�� � ��
 � ����������� � ���
���������
�������	�����	�����	�����
	����
�����	
��������'�(	�	���	��+		�������+
�������
����L��	
���
��������+	������	���������	������
�����	���������������������������	�����	,���

���	���������	����������	
� ���������� ����	�����
�������������	�����������
�����	������
	�����

(���
 ����������� � �� �	������	
 ��� � �����

=�B������������������������EDA��������	���	
���	��	

���
���	��5A����������
�	
��������
�7D���������������
�	��������
����

2�	����	���������>>����������	���	������

��	 �����
�
�	�� ������� � �� ��� ����
 ���� ����	

	����
 � ��	� � �E � �������
 � ��	 � ���� � !��	�
�	�����	"�����	���?���	1����	'

� �������BN:��/���������	���	��0�
�	�����
���� � ����
 � ��	����	
 � ��	 � �	����
����������	�������	�����
�
�	�,

� (���	 � ��	�������� � ���� � ��	
����	
�B�BN:����	������������	��������������
����,

� �������7N:�� 
�	������������������
���

�����	��5N:��������������
�	���	����������
���	��
��	��	�,

� 5N:�� ������	1���������������	
�
��	��	

���������<C
�)	��������;
���
�C�������,

� ��5N:����������
����M������
	����

*�+	���	
 � ������ � 	������	� ����� 3>
DDD
�	���	����� �
�	��������	������ ��� �;������
��	�
�	���	������	������	���7D
DDD����ED
DDD
���	���
�	���������������������&�	����+
������
��������	��	�
���������	��	�����
��	������
����
��
	���
���
��	������+�����
	��������
������	
!�	�"�	-	��� �����	���������
����+
�������
�����	���������G����������	��	�
���	�G���	�

����
��������	�������N��	��	�����
����	�	�

�����	�������	��������!� �	��"�����	���������
�	�����	�	���	����	������	�������	�	�����	

	����
�	����	�������	��������������������
����	������������
����������	�����
�	�������	�

&�	�	���	����!���	"�����������������������
�	���&���"��������������	��	����	�������������
�������$��������	%������	�����
�

&�	�������������	��	�����9'���"������$��%�
������	������	��������+	�
��	��	���
� ���

�	����������	���+	��������	��	��	���	�O��	�

������������
��	��	�����	�
�����������������	
�����	������	������������
�O	���������
����
��	��� ������ � �� � ��+	�� ��� �����	� ��	���	�	��
!� �	�������	��"�����	��	����������	�������

&���������	����	��	������	������
���+	��	�	'

���	
������������
��������	 �
���������
���� � ���	�		���	 � !����+ � ���� �	�	���" �����
����	������	������	
������	�2����"��	������
�	���
	���
	� �(	���� ������	 ����� �����
���	��&�	�I�	��������
������������+
����

���� ��	���	����	�����	��	������������������
���	�������	�� ������	9���������� ���	�����
����	���	��	��	����"������������������9

����

��

WEIRD:
No.1

Beltane
2020

���	
�	����
�	�
����	����


No.1, Beltane 2020

A Free Range Activism
Network Publication

Download ‘WEIRD’ at http://www.fraw.org.uk/frn/weird.shtml

Email any comments or feedback to weird@fraw.org.uk

Issued under Creative Commons BY-NC-SA-4 license; you may freely distribute

Numerical Ramblings: ‘Lockdowns, Pandemic 
Trends, & Political Reality’

The idea of a newsletter providing
an “alternative take” on the politics 
of technology – not out of ‘fear’, but 
by questioning technology’s rele-
vance by understanding “how it 
works” – has been kicking around 
The Free Range Network for some 
time. What has spurred us to get-
ting-it-done isn’t the recent ‘corona-
meltdown’ of social media, but the 
realities, or rather “externalities”, of 
‘The Green New Deal’.

As we write this ‘first edition’: 
Global carbon emissions are falling; 
air pollution has fallen to levels not 
seen for many years; the consumer 
industry has ground to a halt; and 
noise levels have fallen across the 
developed world, in part because 
the roads and the skies are rela-
tively empty.

And all this takes place while the 
offices of Greenpeace and Friends of
the Earth are closed for business!

Are the events connected to the 
closure of the eco-campaign groups? 
Well, yes, and no:

As we write we are in the middle 
of Britain’s corona virus lock-down:

Around us the types of radical 
ecological change that we’ve 
dreamed of for years are taking 
place. That’s being achieved not by 
new technologies, but by the level of
economic activity being slashed.

So why, at least for the last 30 
years, has the mainstream environ-
mental movement in Britain not de-
manded an economic contraction or
‘degrowth’ to stop eco-destruction?

Statistically most ‘environmental-
ists’ in Britain are ‘affluent’, ‘middle 
class’ members of “the 10%”; that 
tenth of the world’s population who 
emit half the greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Consequently they don’t re-
ally want radical economic change, 
however much they might rail 
against the corporations that are 
destroying the planet.

Instead these ‘ecomodernists’ de-
sire new technologies that will 
change the world without them hav-
ing to change their entitlement to 

an affluent lifestyle.
Thing is, such gradualist, man-

agerial methods of change can’t de-
liver the level of contraction re-
quired – because we’re already out 
of time to make those changes!

What the corona virus lockdown 
demonstrates is that there are 
“other options” which can achieve 
those same ends more quickly. 
That’s not a new debate; it’s actually
been around for over 200 years.

This is what we intend to talk 
about in this publication...

We’re not going to explain why we
chose the name ‘WEIRD’ (you can 
work out by looking at the letters). 
Practically this is still very much a 
‘work in progress’, though its poli-
tics and philosophy are not.

We see this publication develop-
ing is as a place where older ‘deep 
ecological’ ideas and new ecological 
research meet. The radical ecologi-
cal message that emerged in the 
1950s, centred around technology 
and what it does both to us and the 
world around us, is far more rele-
vant now than it ever has been.

Of course you seldom hear that in 
the mainstream media, let alone 
from the environmental movement!

For information about this publi-
cation, and the Free Range Network,
see the foot of back page.
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‘Progress’ is not a copper-bottomed certainty
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A study from ‘planetary hospice worker’, Paul Mobbs.
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income goes on food and accommo-
dation, which they still have to pay 
for irrespective of the lockdown.

Consequently when the lockdown
ends, the poor will be relatively 
poorer than the more affluent. Addi-
tionally more people in the affluent 
southeast can work from home than
the ‘desolate north’. The proportion 
of debt to earnings, and the level of 
savings, also is better in the more 
affluent south than the north, ac-
centuating regional inequalities.

The poor – and the young – tend 
to work in the kinds of casual, sea-
sonal, low-paid, and low-skilled jobs
that are being eliminated as a result
of the lockdown – and which are un-
likely to recover quickly in its wake.

In a world where we had a UBI 
system in operation, would those 
outcomes have been any different?

Arguably not!
Debates on poverty in Britain are 

still based on the idea of the “de-
serving and undeserving poor” – 
from the Elizabethan Poor Law of 
1601. That in turn is preserved 
from the English feudal order, which
enshrined the well-being of the elite 
minority, the aristocracy, over every-
one else in society (see quote above).

In Britain today a third of the 
land is still owned by those de-
scended from the aristocracy. Can 
we not also say it is likely that our 
tax and benefits system is also just 
as biased, as a result of similar his-
torical anachronisms, in favour of 
society’s top earners?

If things do not change in society 
– for example, the essay from 
William Morris earlier – then it is 
because the ideas for change merely
contrasting one ‘group’ to another, 
on the basis of wealth, education, or
other social distinctions.

If we want to advanced people’s 
ability to enjoy a rewarding, self-di-
rected life then we should not seek 
to do so in terms of “past” argu-
ments over wealth or economics.

Instead we need to provide a 
framework for them to access what 
is materially required to create a 
truly sustainable, productive and 
joyful independence existence. We 
must focus not on abstract mea-
sures of social order, but on the bio-
physical human necessities for 
someone to live a simple life.

Let’s advance a competing idea to
UBI, based within the absolute 
physical assets which are the basis 
of a free and rewarding human exis-
tence – food and shelter:

Rather than a ‘basic income’ plus
housing and other social services, 
let’s provide access to land and a 
simple shelter (or the opportunity to
build one) to live within; off-grid, 
and with the ability to both grow 
food and trade any surplus, and 

carry out small-scale craft or tech-
nical activities to earn an external 
income without penalty.

For a general label, let’s call this 
the ‘Simple Living Model’ (SLM) – 
an approach which takes as its core
contemporary ideas from anarcho-
primitivism (see box).

The downside of UBI is that it 
‘warehouses’ the redundant popula-
tion under existing models of hous-
ing, food provision, and recreation. 
We know that those systems are 
not, under current business models,
ecologically sustainable – nor can 
they be made sustainable with the 
current physical systems of re-
source extraction and use.

SLM addresses that by creating a
‘simple’ model of living, primarily 
off-grid, and where most of people’s 
direct needs are provided for within 
their immediate environment – as a 
result of their own efforts, both col-
lectively and individually.

Under UBI those with little em-
ployment will still have to be paid 
and housed. Under SLM the result 
is the same, except those costs 
would be less than having to house 
people in the current urban setting 
where land, housing and mainte-
nance costs are far higher.

Under UBI models people would 
have to be housed in high-density 
urban settlements, where pan-
demics, food shortages, or power or 
water supply interruptions (as cli-
mate change worsens the resilience 
of supply grids) would be as prob-
lematic as they are today.

In contrast, under SLM, partici-
pants would be living at lower popu-
lation densities, with far less daily 
social interactions, which would by 
its nature restrict the spread of 
viruses. And the lower con-
sumption under SLM, and 
as most needs are met di-
rectly from the im-
mediate environ-
ment, mean that
even under a na-
tional lockdown ba-
sic necessities would
still be easily avail-
able.

What spread
Covid-19 so quickly,
to such devastating
effect, was hypermo-
bilty – both interna-
tionally but also na-
tionally.

That’s not just about long-dis-
tance travel. In Britain people are 
forced by economic circumstance to 
live up to fifty or one hundred miles 

away from where they work.
Solving that is not as sim-

ple as ‘local food’. We have 
to remove the demand for 
the complex supply chains 
that are a prerequisite of 
technological society.

We can only achieve 
that by allowing people 
to seek an existence 
which enacts an alter-
native, ‘simple living’ 
mode of existence.
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Anarcho-primitivism (AP) is a crit-
ical  view of  modern  society’s origins
and  present-day  organisation  based
on ‘deep ecological’ principles.

From an ‘AP’ perspective the shift
from subsistence to organised agricul-
tural  production  gave  rise  to  social
stratification,  coercion,  alienation,
and  the  exertion  of  ‘property  rights’
by a minority over the majority.

‘AP’ advocates a transition towards
simpler  ways of life through deindus-
trialisation,  an  ending  of  mass  pro-
duction  and  consumption,  the  aboli-
tion of the divisions of labour and eco-
nomic  specialisation,  and  the  aban-
donment of large-scale technologies.

The  ‘practical’  enactment  of  AP
comes  in many forms,  from foraging
and community food growing to creat-
ing independent off-grid communities.

Though  the  details  vary  widely,
rather  than  “going  back”  to  an ide-
alised primitive  state most ‘AP’ writ-
ers consider that we have to move to-
wards a new model for society, where
our needs are met within the natural
limits of local ecosystems. More criti-
cally, human society must make suffi-
cient  space  for non-human  species
(‘non-human people’) to exist.

Writers on ‘AP’ themes come from
many eras, and different parts of the
political  spectrum:  Diogenes;  Epicu-
rus; St. Francis; Henry Thoreau; Leo
Tolstoy;  John  Seymour;  Arne  Næss;
Jerry Mander; Murray Bookchin; Judi
Bari; Derrick Jensen; Vandana Shiva;
John Zerzan; or Lierre Keith.

At the core of ‘AP’ is the idea that
what sustains us is nature – and that
modernity,  by  removing  people  from
nature,  is  what  makes  technological
society  so  damaging  to  the  Earth.
‘Rewilding people’  (not  just  animals)
is therefore the simplest means to re-
balance  humanity  with  the  natural
world, and protect the Earth’s ecology.
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Corona virus disproportionately 
affects those with “existing health 
conditions”. Therefore, is the dam-
age wrought to the global economy 
by the virus a sign it was pretty sick
already? – and would have soon 
died anyway of natural causes?

Like city bankers stranded on a 
blacked-out tube train, neoliberal 
politicians have suddenly developed 
a flush of Keynesian socialism, 
throwing cash at corporations hit by
the crisis. Some are even looking at 
the options for ‘helicopter money’ – 
throwing cash at ‘ordinary’ people 
in the hope they will spend it and 
keep the economy afloat.

The left’s response is generally, 
“we told you so”. Arguably the polit-
ical right have nothing to offer – 
given their policies leading up to the
crisis exacerbated the problems 
dealing with it.

On the left though one of the 
buzz-phrases circulating in the 
wake of the crisis is ‘universal basic
income’ (UBI); an argument that the
best solution to the coming eco-
nomic slump is to give everyone an 
equal income and then progressively
tax it back from those who earn 
more than that value.

UBI stems from the realisation 
that greater automation will lead to 
far more people being ‘surplus’ to 
the economy’s needs. UBI accepts 
that fact, and essentially people are 
compensated for the failure of the 
economy to find them employment. 
In addition, of course, they would 
have to be provided with housing 
and other public services, since lack
of income would preclude those 
amenities too.

Currently the extra costs of tor-
turing the unemployed and dis-
abled under the Universal Credit
system in Britain actually exceed
the costs of the previous benefits
systems.

Again one of the strong argu-
ments for UBI is that, by uncondi-
tionally giving people money, it
probably saves much of the costs

of administering benefits to
those who need them.

Does that deal with our 
current difficulties though?

Isn’t UBI a “consumerist” panacea 
for the complex problems of termi-
nal neoliberalism? – paying people 
to keep existing within the current 
economic process rather than trying
to fundamentally change its nature 
to more simply avoid that necessity?

To solve the present-day crises of 
capitalism governments are creating
debt today that future generations 
will be unable to pay-off. In the 
same way though UBI does not ac-
tually solve any problems, it merely 
ameliorates the perceived problems 
of the economy today by paying peo-
ple to be economically inactive – 
while compensating them with the 
ability to minimally consume.

At its core, UBI is a means to 
keep the world of affluence and 
mass consumption turning over; it 
does not seek to address inequality 
nationally or globally, nor does it 
address the choices or quality of life
for those subject to it.

Perhaps this is because UBI is 
essentially an idea which emerges 
from the affluent, middle class left. 
Thus it suffers many of the same 
compromises which plague other 
solutions to the ‘problems’ of afflu-
ence – such as ecological damage 
(UBI is arguably no different to the 
left’s advancement of the ‘Green 
New Deal’ to solve climate change).

It doesn’t matter if it’s Universal 
Credit or UBI – being poor and mar-
ginal within an affluent society still 
isn’t a great state to be in.

The problem is that most ‘afflu-
ent’ people consider ‘the 
rich’ to be million or bil-

lionaires. For the un- or under-em-
ployed, ‘rich’ is anyone with a steady
job, especially the professions that  
demand higher-level qualifications.

In Britain the top fifth of earners 
receive J80,000 or more per year 
(see graph below). And if we think of
who are the “middle income” group, 
that’s around J30,000/year.

In the past 40 years the income 
of the top fifth has quadrupled. The 
income of ‘the middle’ has doubled. 
For the bottom fifth their income 
has barely risen by a third.

It doesn’t matter whether it is 
Brexit, or the media’s attacks on-
Labour under Corbyn, that funda-
mental distinction between the re-
cently affluent and the long-term 
poor dominates political debates – 
and is easily stirred by populists to 
poison any chance of progress.

In the great pandemics of the his-
tory the effects of illness did not dis-
criminate, affecting rich and poor 
alike. Today though the current 
pandemic crisis does not only dis-
criminates by race and class, as a 
result of existing inequalities, but in
its wake those who are currently 
more affluent will experience a far 
better outcome than the poor.

For example, chances are that if 
you were ‘self-isolating’ and have 
the ability to work for home you are 
more affluent. Most ‘essential work-
ers’ working in retail or logistics, 
and required to still go to work irre-
spective of the crisis, are poorer.

Also if you are more affluent, you 
have more disposable income as a 
proportion of total income, which of 
course cannot be spent due to the 
lockdown. For the poor most of their
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Written by William Morris in 1888,
this essay outlines how society 
reduces most people to ‘occupiers’ of 
time in toil, rather than offering a 
free and fulfilling lifestyle.

These two pages are a short 
extract from the full work – to show 
that, 130 years before modern-day 
writers came up with the concept of 
“bullshit jobs”, people were obser-
ving and writing about exactly the 
same thing:
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For those who politically desire 
such a system to reinvigorate the 
economy there is only one major 
barrier to NIR – cash! If people are 
charged to hold savings then their 
best option is to take it out of the 
bank as cash and keep it ‘under the
mattress’. Eliminating cash will re-
move that barrier.

Like M-Pesa, NIR may appear to 
give states the ability to control 
their debt, and force people to 
spend and inflate the economy. In 
reality though, as states withdraw 
nationally controlled currencies, it’s 
driving a greater proportion of fi-
nancial operations through a 
smaller number of finance and tech-
nology companies – who in turn will
gain a large amount of economic 
power from that day-to-day control.

In 2015, card and contactless 
payments overtook the value of cash
in the UK. Increasingly mobile 
phones are becoming the means by 
which people make payments rather
than traditional plastic cards. 

That’s not a positive benefit though:
The growth of transactions via 

mobile phone, and the platforms 
which they operate through, has al-
lowed the creation of the ‘gig econ-
omy’. Based around mobile-based 
apps, from Uber to Deliveroo, people
are now remotely managed, take 
payments, and are paid through 
their mobile phone. At the same 
time though they have little control 
over the terms of that exchange – 
the platform controls all.

The gig economy represents the 
perfect model for how a cashless so-
ciety would function – including 
how it effectively removes many of 
our existing economic rights.

Ultimately then, this system 
negates the thing that wealth is in-
tended to bestow: freedom.

Trouble is coming; and the only 

way to avoid it is to plan more of 

your essential needs outside of the 

mainstream economy. That is the 

obviously a perfect subject for an 

entire future issue of WEIRD!
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(A realisation that, when push comes to shove,
everything that has a beginning has an end.

Launched in 2007, the ‘Totnes   �  ound  ’ was  Transition Town
Totnes’ announcement to the world that they were seriously en-
gaging in an economy outside of the mainstream – a venture
led credence by the collapse of the mainstream financial system
shortly thereafter.

In Transition Network’s 2010 book, ‘Local Money’, it states:
0+ �� � ��� 
�� �� 
� � 
 ��
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In that context local money is a means to assert local control
and resilience. After all, if the country is in chaos and the na-
tional money system breaks down, you’ll still  have your local
money, won’t you?

Not any more, it would appear:

At the end of June 2019 the ‘Totnes Pound Project’ came to
an end. Members of the project cited the rise of the ‘cashless
society’ which made the use of physical pounds redundant.

Isn’t  that the  point though?  Change is about  what people
buy, and the conditions of that exchange, not how they buy it?

Critics of such ‘complementary currencies’ would argue that
the problem was the Totnes Pound didn’t change the nature of
social economics, it just changed the way payment was made
for things; and that without significantly changing their lives,
those using the money would simply supplant one for another.

In ‘The Wealth of Nations’ Adam Smith states,  “Goods can
serve  many  other  purposes  besides  purchasing  money,  but
money can serve no other purpose besides purchasing goods”.

It follows then that on its own the change in the ‘media’ used
for purchasing cannot of itself change the  system – and that
without people changing their use or desire for the goods the
medium through which they are bought plays very little role.

In the final analysis though, was it simply that the people
who  took  part  in  the  local  economy  created  by  the  Totnes
Pound were generally more affluent and higher consuming that
average? Hence why they were more easily swayed by electronic
payment, as the affluent lifestyle supported by that process was
more “real” to them than the medium of traditional cash.
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According to that famous apoc-
ryphal quote which appears to have 
been manufactured by PR writers in
the early 1970s for Earth Day,
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What if, however, the money dis-

appeared way before the trees?

‘Cash’, in terms of stuff which 
represents a common value and can
be traded, has been around since 
silver and gold alloy bars were first 
exchanged around the Black Sea 
2,600 years ago. Today though there
is a concerted effort to get rid of 
cash in favour of fully electronic 
payments for goods and services.

There have been many reasons 
advanced for this; many conspirato-
rial. Arguably though, apart from 
the purely financial, there is a deep 
ideological element relating to how 
contemporary neoliberal economists
view the future for state finance.

Whether it be “financial technol-
ogy” (a.k.a. “fintech”) taking control 
of the banking, or new economic 
theories for how money works, one 
thing is certain: ordinary people will
be severely disadvantaged by the 
end of cash, especially if they have 
little of it to use today.

The modern concept of cashless 
payments has little to do with the 
concept of the ‘credit card’, devel-
oped in the 1960s off the back of 
new digital computer networks. 
Britain has a unique history here:

The first “automated teller ma-
chine” (ATM) was launched in Lon-
don in 1967; in 1972 Lloyds Bank 
started issuing cards carrying mag-
netic strips with account informa-
tion; and in the mid-2000s contact-
less payments were pioneered by 
Visa & Barclays.

To get a card then someone not 
only had to have a bank account, 
but, in the days before liberalised 
credit, a very sound financial his-
tory too. Then the liberalisation of 
credit in the late 1980s opened up 
banking services to a wider range of

companies, al-
lowing the 
growth of credit
and store cards.

All the above has emerged
from the banking industry as
a means of facilitating pay-
ments. The more revolution-
ary idea of the ‘cashless soci-
ety’ is driven primarily by In-
ternet and mobile phones operators,
and their digital collaborators.

In 1998 a Ukrainian-born pro-
grammer, Max Levchin, met venture
capitalist Peter Thiel at a Stanford 
University lecture. The idea they 
launched became ‘PayPal’, the single
most critical application which 
kicked-off the modern-day, on-line, 
cashless electronic economy.

Very simply PayPal – which was 
not a bank, but a Silicon Valley 
technology company – enabled a 
payment to be made between two 
people on-line. That system would 
enable first eBay, the on-line auc-
tion sites, and then Amazon, 
iTunes, and the many more on-line 
‘platforms’ which form the core of 
today’s e-commerce system.

PayPal was bought by eBay for 
$1.5 billion in 2002. One of the rea-
sons they were happy to sell was 
that central banks were applying 
pressure on the technology com-
pany to become a formal, legal 
banking corporation – which they 
were unwilling to do.

That huge payoff would enable 
what has been called the “PayPal 
mafia” to fund or guide many other 
companies that dominate the on-
line world – such as LinkedIn, 
Youtube, Facebook, and Flickr.

Elon Musk’s fortune was based in
part on the PayPal deal.

Most notably, Peter Thiel went on 
to found Palantir Technologies, the 
leading data analytics company – 
which now specialises in intelligence
work for the US Dept. of Defence 
and other nation states (more gener-
ally, see his quote below).

PayPal charged a 3% transaction 
fee. This is what made the company 
worth so much. 3% on millions of 
small transactions creates a large 
income. That model is at the heart 
of other ‘platforms’ – such as Ama-
zon, Apple, Google, Alibaba, and 
Facebook – which form the
core of the Internet.

On-line p  latforms   create
a space where other smaller
organisations can run busi-

nesses – using the platform to pro-
vide the accounting, transaction, 
and communications system. Of 
course the platform can take a 
small cut of all those many transac-
tions for providing those services, 
which is what makes the shares of 
those companies worth so much.

What truly revolutionised that 
initial computer-based system was 
the smartphone – beginning with 
the Apple iPhone in 2007. It wasn’t 
just that people could carry a mo-
bile computer with them where-ever
they went. What the smartphone 
revolution created was a mass of 
data about people and their routine,
everyday activities that were moni-
tored and stored by that computer.

What platforms specialise in is 
‘apps’ – applications. Companies us-
ing the platform can write their own
computer code which sits in the 
user’s phone, managing communi-
cations through the platform.

At the same time though all 
those apps collect data about their 
users – and that data is in many 
cases as valuable as the service the 
company provides.

This is the system now called 
‘surveillance capitalism’; a digital 
space where the people using apps 
or platforms are not the ‘customer’, 
they are the ‘product’. The ‘cus-
tomers’ are the corporations, adver-
tisers, PR agencies, and increasingly
states and intelligence agencies who
buy all the data the platforms and 
apps produce to enable their own 
field of commercial work.

Data has been called the “new 
oil”; it’s valuable, and there’s a lot of
money to be made from trading it. 
In fact, in 2017, The Economist mag-
azine ran and article outlining how 
the leading on-line platforms were 
now worth more, and were more 
profitable, than the world’s largest 
oil & gas companies.
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If data is ‘oil,’ then the absolute 
best and most valuable of that new 
‘oil’ is payments data – the informa-
tion created every time you spend 
money, or make electronic pay-
ments, or shop for goods on-line. 
That’s because it reliably identifies 
the user, but also provides lots of 
details about what they were spend-
ing money on.

Just as data has been the money-
spinner for platforms, payments 
data has become the value at the 
heart of another technologically-en-
abled system – ‘financial technol-
ogy’, or “fintech”.

PayPal wasn’t a bank – and it was
the pressure to become one which 
spoiled the adventure for the origi-
nal founders of that company.

What happened in the early 
2000s, and especially after the 2008
Crash, was that people who were 
experienced in banking started to 
get into on-line platforms to provide 
fully-fledged banking services. Orig-
inally that was for corporate and 
‘high net worth’ customers.

In the last decade though ‘fintech’
has started to put pressure on High 
Street banks. That in turn has 
made the banking sector play 
‘catch-up’ with the types of elec-
tronic services which allows fintech 
to operate more cheaply on-line.

Why is your bank pressuring you 

to go on-line and closing local 

branches? It’s the competition from 
fintech – not so much directly, but 
through investors and speculators 
demanding that traditional banks 
adopt the same practices as fintech 
to increase profits.

Driving this trend is the money to
be made by the ‘middle-men’ in the 
new cashless economy chain.

Originally implemented to reduce 
the costs of fraud to the banks, 
‘Chip & Pin’ sped up payments. 
More recently ‘contactless payment’ 
has sped-up the system further by 
completing transactions in half a 
second – and it’s aimed as the kind 
of small, everyday transactions for 
which cash is normally used.

More importantly, initial trials by 
RBS in Britain also showed that 
chip & pin encouraged people to 
spend more. This is because, subse-
quent research has discovered, pay-
ing by card is not psychologically as 
‘real’ as paying with cash.

Studies of people's brains in 
imaging scanners show that our at-
tachment to cash is far more con-
scious, and personal, than card 
payments. This makes people less 
inhibited to spend with cards.

That in turn though, because it 
is less “real”, creates demonstrable 

problems with budgeting, mean-
ing people more easily slip into
debt – which is, once more, where
the finance industry makes a
large chunk of its money.

Not only do banks make money
from running the system – from a
cut of every transaction – but also
from the savings in the need to dis-
tribute and securely handle cash.

In 2007 the mobile company Vo-
daphone got funding from Britain’s 
Department for International Devel-
opment (DFID) to set up – through 
their Kenyan subsidiary SafarfiCom 
– a new mobile phone-based pay-
ments system in Kenya, ‘M-Pesa’. In 
a country with poor infrastructure 
and services, secure electronic pay-
ments caught on quickly.

Today M-Pesa is effectively a sec-
ond currency in Kenya – though one
that is not controlled by the state 
government but by multinational 
corporations, and delivered through
a technology system which also re-
lies on multinational technology 
providers. Two thirds of what were 
cash transactions, which equate to 
about one-third of the value of all 
payments in the economy, are now 
run through the M-Pesa system.

As we reach the ‘endgame’ for 
cash, technology companies are now
partnering with financial services to
provide their own on-line curren-
cies. Like M-Pesa, it’s already here:

In 2017 Mark Zuckerberg visited 
Kenya to see M-Pesa, and M-Pesa is 
now the model for Facebook's own 
‘digital currency’, Libra – based on 
the ‘blockchain’ system which un-
derpins many other, more niche dig-
ital currencies such as BitCoin.

Facebook initially wanted to roll-
out Libra via their subsidiary 
Whats-App, most likely in India, 
and then build worldwide.

Why India?

The finance industry's new buzz-
word is "financial inclusion". That's 
not due to their benevolence to the 
world's poor though.

The mainstream financial market 
in the West is saturated, and thus 
the greatest opportunities for future
growth are from bringing the major-
ity of the world's population outside
of that system – almost entirely 
based upon cash – into the system 
using cashless payments.

In Holland, for example, some 
homeless people or buskers can be 
paid contactlessly by mobile phone.

Sweden and South Korea are 
aiming for completely cashless 
transaction within a decade. Visa's 
stated aim is to create a cashless 
society because money is so “dirty” 
– which plays to the public’s prob-
lems during the current pandemic.

Just as Facebook are working on 
Libra, Apple are creating another 
currency on the iPhone platform, 
‘Apple Pay’, with the support of 
MasterCard and J.P. Morgan. Simi-
lar offerings from Micro$oft, Google,
and other large tech. Firms are also 
available. The issue is, unlike cash, 
in a growing field of digital curren-
cies they are not easily tradeable.

Generally banks are leading a 
“war on cash”. While this is about 
costs, it also has a large ideological 
element within it. For example, 
given M-Pesa’s power within Kenya, 
who is really in control of the finan-
cial system there?

More importantly though control-
ling cash has major implications for 
one of the new ideas emerging to 
‘save’ the global economic system: 
‘negative interest rates’ (NIR).

NIR does exactly what it says. 
When money is put in a bank we 
(used to?) expect to be paid interest 
upon it – at the stated rate. What 
negative interest rates mean is that 
money stored in the bank results in 
a charge – it falls in value.

The idea of NIR is that companies
and global corporations who sit on 
money will end-up losing it – and so
NIR encourages them to spend it 
and so drive economic growth. At 
the same time negative rates make 
debt virtually free, meaning banks 
can issue a lots more of it.

For the political finance lobby, 
NIR is a means to make the econ-
omy grow again; which is, after all, 
proof that the
current political
and economic
process works.
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