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David Harvey, Distinguished Professor, City University of New York
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“In Banking Across Boundaries Brett Christophers walks us through a history of capitalism that considers the importance of how financial intermediation is counted in economic geographies. Crucial here is the evolution of banks’ spatial anatomy and conceptions of banks’ economic productiveness. Explained over three periods of capitalist development, Christophers does a splendid job in ­detailing how ideas and practices enable one another in how banks operate across boundaries and why they are considered to be productive in modern national accounting. This book is of great interest to all scholars of finance in the ­international political economy.”
Leonard Seabrooke, Professor of International Political Economy and Economic Sociology, Copenhagen Business School
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For my mother
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    None of these terms are yet defined so as to be understood by the public. But the last, Produce, which one might have thought the clearest of all, is, in use, the most ambiguous; and the examination of the kind of ambiguity attendant on its present employment will best open the way to our work.
John Ruskin, Unto This Last
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Introduction

With regard to money, the power of ideas does more than just shape the possible. It defines the feasible. 

Jonathan Kirshner (2003)1

This book investigates the place of finance in general, and banks in particular, ­vis-à-vis two of Western capitalism’s emblematic boundary-forms: the geopolitical boundary separating states from one another, and the representational boundary separating activities and institutions deemed economically productive from those deemed unproductive. With a focus upon banks’ crossing of boundaries of one type or the other during the course of the history of capitalism, the book is animated by a number of core questions. To what extent, at different times and in different places, have banks been cross-border as opposed to territorially-bound entities? Have banks typically been seen as economically productive or unproductive in these different places and times? And what relationship, if any, have banks’ respective boundary positionings – the geographical variety and the conceptual variety – borne to each other? While a substantial existing literature provides many though not all of the answers to the first question, the second question has been only minimally considered, and the third not at all.

Offering a broad historical sweep from the era of merchant capitalism, through that of industrial capitalism, all the way up to and including today’s ostensibly “financialized” capitalism, the book makes a series of claims. First, it argues that finance has been made productive, not in a literal sense but rather in a perceptual sense: having been considered economically unproductive for most of the long history explored here, banks were increasingly envisioned as productive during the twentieth century, particularly by means of the new calculative technology of national accounting. Further, the book maintains that a relationship between the two forms of boundary negotiation has gradually emerged. The question of whether banks were regarded as productive or unproductive was, for a long time, immaterial to their potential or actual geographical scope, as indeed was this geography, in turn, to the way in which they were envisioned (as productive or not). This is no longer the case. So entangled have the two types of boundary positioning become, it is claimed, that not only does the conceptual actively shape the geopolitical, but also vice versa. Simply stated, being “made” productive has helped enable (Western) banks colonize international markets, while this process of financial internationalization has itself intensified that very perception of productiveness. A virtuous – or some might say, vicious – circle has materialized.

The rest of this introduction fleshes out what the reader can expect from the book and the various rationales for it looking like it does. I firstly explain the impetus to the research and thinking which underpins the book, amongst other reasons because this impetus foregrounds why the arguments herein matter, here and now. I then outline the theoretical moorings anchoring those arguments, indicating which conceptual perspectives I have found most useful but also where, how and why my approach departs from these. This discussion also contains important signposts as to the book’s empirical framing: the categories and classifications it relies upon, the questions it asks and the questions it leaves untouched. Finally, I provide a fuller rendering of the book’s main line of argument, partly by way of explaining and signalling the structure of what follows, and partly to enable the reader to orient herself at any particular point in the narrative – to appreciate how the argument in one part of the book connects up to the larger story of which it is a part.
All Roads Lead to FISIM

Banking Across Boundaries is not about the financial crisis which began in 2007, but it grew directly out of a series of reflections on the crisis: reflections on what was actually happening to financial institutions and markets, certainly, but more explicitly on the nature of the responses the events elicited from the banking community, its champions, its critics, and politicians both inside government and outside it. I am only too aware that with a deluge of books and articles having poured forth in the past four years, the last thing the reader is likely to want is yet more commentary on the crisis; nevertheless, the question of how and why the crisis gave rise to this book is a material one and hence needs to be addressed here. In return for the reader’s forbearance, however, I promise to not return to the crisis until the very end of the book, in the Afterword.

As I witnessed and tried to come to terms intellectually with the unfolding financial crisis and its myriad representations during 2007 and 2008, my thinking increasingly channelled into two distinct streams of active inquiry, and as I pursued these flows downstream both ultimately converged, to my surprise, on a concept and acronym I had never knowingly encountered before: “FISIM.” What was this FISIM? By outlining, now, the nature of these two streams of inquiry and the directions in which they led, I will not only provide a preliminary answer to this question, but more importantly demonstrate why the overall argument developed in this book is a significant one, and why FISIM and related concepts play a central role within it. The first stream of inquiry was into what I tended to think of as “conceptual” responses to the crisis, the second into ­“political” responses (although, as I make clear, there is assuredly no hard-and-fast distinction between them). I will take each in turn.
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