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Introduction: Who Rules?

It wasn’t just Elon Musk. On the inauguration day of Trump’s second presidency, the world saw Jeff Bezos, the founder and former CEO of Amazon; Sundar Pichai, Google’s current CEO; and Mark Zuckerberg, the founder and CEO of Meta, sitting in the front row. While it is not uncommon for heads of major companies to attend such ceremonies, the front rows are usually reserved for the heads of other states. Instead, America’s largest corporate rulers, the world’s corporate superpowers, claimed those coveted seats.

In a world of more than 8 billion inhabitants, why does it matter so much what a handful of rich men did on a winter afternoon in Washington, DC? What is this image telling us about global capitalism?

Donating money to the organization of this event is not what got them such a prime position. Their deep pockets are a consequence, not the cause, of their power. And while many usually attribute wealth to individual merit, CEOs’ and founders’ intellect is not what made them the richest people on Earth. Their companies’ dominance of social media and personal data only scratches the surface of what truly lies beneath.

Their power is rooted in their control over global knowledge production, both within and beyond the tech sector. Big Tech controls the very technologies that determine knowledge and ignorance. These same technologies are essential to the organization of every productive process: from building a car to performing an X-ray, nothing can be produced without digital technologies developed within Big Tech networks. As artificial intelligence becomes widely adopted and emerges as the mainstream method of invention and creation across diverse fields, their power continues to grow. By controlling the essential technological 2scaffolding of global capitalism, tech giants have become more than just the world’s largest corporations – they are political leaders and global economic planners.

This book reveals how and why these companies have grown to dominate Western capitalism in close alliance with the US government. Among tech giants, Amazon, Microsoft and Google have the greatest sway because they dominate the cloud – the infrastructure that dictates how digital technologies are produced, exchanged and consumed. Many concepts have been coined to explain today’s global economy and the power of Big Tech, but they all fail to account for this unique feature.


More than platforms

Big Tech is not just a label for large digital platforms. In fact, platforms are one of many layers or segments within the broader value chains or networks that produce digital technologies. Unlike other platform companies, Amazon, Microsoft and Google exert control not only over platforms but also across the entire digital value chain, from the conception of new technologies to the operation of digital markets. In these value chains, thousands of organizations conceive models, code algorithms, produce physical infrastructure, clean and tag datasets and much more. Digital value chains are also integrated by those generating the data used to train models, as well as the extracted elements of nature – such as minerals, rare earth materials, water and electricity – that power these systems. Together, they form complex production networks led by Amazon, Microsoft and Google.

Analysing only one segment of these networks has led to incomplete pictures. Among them, a popular yet partial depiction is the idea of ‘surveillance capitalism’. Shoshana Zuboff describes the convergence of capital’s behavioural freedom in the market – remaining free from law and regulation – with knowledge, derived from processed personal data, to observe and predict the market. Surveillance capitalists then sell predictions of future behaviour as targeted advertising based on this processed data.1

For Zuboff, this is ‘a novel logic of accumulation’ but this logic is deeply rooted in the history of information and communication technologies 3(ICT), in which digital technologies are the latest episode.2 The historical analysis provided by sociologist and historian James Beniger demonstrates how ICT development is inseparable from the application of these technologies to control both the workplace – an aspect Zuboff entirely overlooks – and the market. Examples include radio and television advertising paired with feedback mechanisms such as Gallup’s newspaper-reader surveys and Nielsen’s television ratings.3

A more significant shortcoming of this conceptualization is that surveillance capitalism primarily focuses on the relationship between large corporations and individuals. Zuboff neglects to consider the power relations these corporations exert over other organizations, including firms, universities and even states. It is equally important to note that her analysis remains confined to the platform world, ignoring the broader transformation of capitalism driven by the concentration of intangible assets far beyond markets and surveillance.

Unlike Zuboff, political economist Nick Srnicek digs deeper into the dynamics of capital accumulation.4 However, his focus remains limited to data accumulation and how it enables value capture. As the title suggests, Platform Capitalism is a book about platforms, missing two critical aspects of today’s global economy. First, the capacity to use digital technologies for accumulation extends far beyond platforms. Second, platform companies are just one type within a broader category of leading corporations systematically concentrating intangibles and transforming them into rent-bearing assets.

What leading corporations from the most diverse sectors have in common with Big Tech and other large tech companies is that they are all intellectual monopolies. Consider brand-based giants such as Coca-Cola or Nestlé, big pharmaceutical companies or major players in the automobile industry. Just like Big Tech, these companies base their accumulation on the systematic concentration of different forms of knowledge, data and narratives.

Over-focusing on platforms or the tech space obscures that intellectual monopolization is not exclusive to digital industries, but ignoring the specifics brought by digital technologies risks reducing today’s changes to just another episode of concentration. Capitalism has previously witnessed the rise of giant corporations, from the US Robber 4Barons to the telecommunication giant AT&T. Concentrated power is not new and has been previously dismantled. For some, this suggests that today’s concentration of capital is just another chapter in a cyclical and self-adjusting history. Such a view, as in Brett Christophers’s The Great Leveler, does not hold true in contemporary capitalism.5

The Great Leveler argues that the law acts as a lever of capital accumulation. It promotes innovation through stronger intellectual property (IP) rights when profit rates are low, and as tighter IP fuels concentration, antitrust regulations restore competition. Too much competition lowers profit rates, which are again revamped with a new cycle that starts by tightening IP and the cycle continues. Compared with this recurring framing, what today drives capital concentration is not limited to stringent IP rights. IP only covers part of a much more extensive monopolization of knowledge, data and narratives.

A second, more fundamental rupture lies in the fact that intellectual monopolization has enabled corporations to exercise forms of control beyond ownership. Concretely, they control and profit from value chains and platforms comprising legally independent companies. As such, the law – being ultimately grounded in property rights – struggles to rebalance capitalism in the way it once did when breaking up AT&T or the Robber Barons. Forcing Big Tech to divest parts of their business does not guarantee that the divested firms will operate independently; they may still function within their controlled value chains, generating value and knowledge for the benefit of Big Tech.

Unlike past giants such as AT&T, IBM or General Electric, today’s intellectual monopolies manage transnational corporate innovation systems. Much like global value chains, these are spaces of control that transcend legal ownership – further limiting law’s rebalancing mechanisms. Within corporate innovation systems, knowledge is co-produced by thousands of organizations, yet it is disproportionately directed and captured by intellectual monopolies.

Knowledge and data are also co-produced across global value chains and digital platforms, but in fragmented pieces that only the leading corporations can assemble and recombine. They achieve this through ICT, particularly digital technologies that enable data harvesting and analysis from platforms, from machines and tools connected to the internet (called the Internet of Things) and more. Using digital technologies, 5leading corporations retrieve and process information from their suppliers, franchisees and customers. These technologies are essential tools for corporate planning within those value chains and platforms, mobilized to secure value capture from others.

This explains why digital technologies are vital for every corporate giant, regardless of the industry. As these technologies are monopolized by Big Tech, particularly through the control of the cloud by Amazon, Microsoft and Google, all corporate and political powers are increasingly compelled to become locked-in cloud clients. This dynamic of control to some extent also subordinates the US government but, contrary to other states, the US possesses means to counterbalance the distribution of power, establishing a mutually advantageous relationship with cloud giants and other Big Tech.



The coalition ruling the Western world

Trump’s inauguration also made it publicly known that the US government and Big Tech had agreed to a truce. The reasons behind this agreement extend beyond Trump’s grievances about regulating speech on social media. Both X and Meta were already openly allowing – and possibly promoting – extremist speech before Trump’s election, which many believe contributed to his victory. Nor can this coalition be explained solely by the immense value of Big Tech’s data to governments. Although these companies have previously provided data to institutions such as the National Security Agency, cooperation never resulted in such an overt alliance.


So, why is Trump so eager to partner with Big Tech?

Big Tech’s control over the public sphere through social media stems from controlling the technologies that enable speech regulation. Ranking, promoting and moderating on social media is just one of AI’s many applications, which manifests that their dominance of the AI value chain began long before ChatGPT was released. As a general-purpose technology, AI can be applied broadly across industries, including public administration. From managing streetlights to public healthcare digitalization, nearly the whole public sector depends on digital technologies, with increasing pressure to adopt the latest AI advancements.

6AI also has military applications. Alongside the cloud, the US Department of Defense (DoD) considers AI indispensable for defence and surveillance.6 It is no surprise, then, that between 2008 and 2021, Microsoft secured USD 3.2 billion in contracts with the US DoD, followed by Amazon, which received USD 50 million.7 While these amounts are substantial, they are loose change for corporations of this scale. In comparison, Microsoft and Amazon reported total revenues of USD 211.91 billion and USD 574.8 billion, respectively, in 2023.

One particular contract raised significant concern within the US government: the Joint Enterprise Defense Infrastructure (JEDI) project. This massive DoD cloud computing contract, worth USD 10 billion, was initially awarded to Microsoft but later reopened to bidding, with Amazon and Microsoft expected to share the deal. By mid-2021, the DoD replaced JEDI with the Joint Warfighting Cloud Capability, a multi-vendor initiative. In a press release dated 6 July 2021, the DoD stated,


The Department intends to seek proposals from a limited number of sources, namely the Microsoft Corporation (Microsoft) and Amazon Web Services (AWS), as available market research indicates that these two vendors are the only Cloud Service Providers (CSPs) capable of meeting the Department’s requirements. However, as noted in its Pre-Solicitation Notice, the Department will immediately engage with industry and continue its market research to determine whether any other U.S.-based hyperscale CSPs can also meet the DoD’s requirements. If so, those Department [sic] will also negotiate with those companies.



There are at least two potential motivations for this shift in approach: reducing the leverage of US cloud providers to dictate terms to the government and maintaining favourable relations with all of them. By December 2022, the US DoD had awarded Joint Warfighting Cloud Capability contracts to Amazon, Google, Microsoft and Oracle. Expanding the contract to four companies could be an attempt to mitigate dependency, but the situation remains far from ideal. As AI becomes increasingly integrated into every aspect of the US defence strategy, reliance on a handful of private sector giants will only deepen as it is explicitly promoted in the US’s AI action plan. The plan calls to aggressively adopt AI within the 7US armed forces and openly acknowledges the US DoD’s dependence on cloud giants, stating that the DoD should prioritize ‘agreements with cloud service providers, operators of computing infrastructure, and other relevant private sector entities’.8

Compared with the Cold War era, the interdependence between commercial and military uses in developing cutting-edge technology persists, but the roles have reversed. Unlike traditional military companies and firms specialized in defense tech, like Palantir or Anduril, Big Tech does not rely on the defence sector to sustain its business, while the US DoD now has far less influence over the direction of technological development.9



And why is Big Tech so eager to partner with Trump?

During Biden’s administration, more than securing contracts with the DoD, Big Tech needed internal support from agencies and members of the US government. In the 2020 US Congress hearing, which was part of a sixteen-month congressional investigation into Amazon, Apple, Google and Meta (then Facebook), Congressman David Cicilline captured the prevailing bipartisan sentiment towards Big Tech when he stated, ‘Simply put, they have too much power.’10

Cicilline and another congressman led the investigation, but Yale scholar Lina Khan served as one of the lead counsels. Her role in the investigation paved the way for her appointment as Biden’s choice to lead the US Federal Trade Commission (FTC). Under Khan’s leadership, the FTC initiated a renewed regulatory push that placed Big Tech under intense scrutiny. Across the Atlantic, the UK Competition and Markets Authority and the European Union’s Directorate-General for Competition also launched decisive efforts to curb Big Tech’s power. The US DoD’s support came just in time to apply internal pressure within Biden’s administration, delaying the FTC’s efforts. Its support became increasingly valuable as Big Tech sought to solidify and expand its dominance in AI and cloud technologies.

8When Trump defeated Harris in the 2024 presidential election, Big Tech companies faced a critical decision. Trump had been a vocal critic of their approach to managing social media, and tensions with Big Tech persisted on both sides of Congress. However, Trump’s initial far-right, protectionist administration had already echoed the benefits of keeping cutting-edge digital technologies under the control of US companies. By conceding some control over social media governance to appease the newly elected president, Big Tech hoped to secure a favourable outcome: Trump’s protection against foreign regulations and a halt to US government actions targeting them.



Is there anything new about this ruling coalition?

While the inauguration day photos circulated around the world, this was far from the first instance of corporate giants encroaching on the US government. It is no coincidence that the US has consistently advocated for relaxed data governance in international negotiations. This stance aligns with tech giants’ lobbying efforts across various administrations, allowing them to freely harvest data without meaningful restrictions. The Biden administration’s push against free data flows during World Trade Organization negotiations was more about curbing China’s data harvesting within the US than reining in its own tech giants.

Besides lobbying, Big Tech’s role as policymakers came to the fore in 2021 when an ad hoc group dubbed the National Security Commission on Artificial Intelligence (NSCAI) released a report commissioned by the US government during Trump’s first administration. Chaired by former Google chairperson Eric Schmidt and including Andy Jassy – then CEO of Amazon’s cloud, called Amazon Web Services, and now CEO of the entire Amazon corporation – alongside other Big Tech executives, the report made a forceful case for techno-nationalism. It warned that for ‘the first time since World War II, America’s technological predominance – the backbone of its economic and military power – is under threat. China possesses the might, talent, and ambition to surpass the United States as the world’s leader in AI in the next decade if current trends do not change.’11

The narrative that China could surpass the US in digital technologies, posing a major threat to democracy, and that US Big Tech companies 9are the best defence against this threat has been a consistent argument used by these corporations to discourage Western governments from regulating them. This rhetoric was vividly showcased during the 2020 congressional hearing as the primary reason why US Congress should avoid taking action against Big Tech. The same rationale aligns with Trump’s protectionist and expansionist strategies. His push to annex Greenland – which includes rumours of Big Tech investment commitments – and the purchase of stakes in US companies extracting rare earth elements can be seen as an attempt to counter China’s dominance in critical minerals.

However, Trump was not the only leader embracing Big Tech’s influence. Biden’s 2021 ‘American Jobs Plan’ fully aligned with Big Tech’s claims and their diagnosis of US technological vulnerability. To defeat the perceived Chinese threat, the plan allocated USD 180 billion for AI and biotechnology research and development. Additionally, within a USD 300 billion manufacturing subsidy, assistance was provided to chipmakers producing in the US to address shortages and ensure the US technological leadership. This approach directly echoed the NSCAI report’s recommendation that the ‘United States should commit to a strategy to stay at least two generations ahead of China in state-of-the-art microelectronics and commit the funding and incentives to maintain multiple sources of cutting-edge microelectronics fabrication in the United States’.12

By early 2023, a new report on AI was released entitled Strengthening and Democratizing the US Artificial Intelligence Innovation Ecosystem: An Implementation Plan for a National Artificial Intelligence Research Resource (NAIRR). The NAIRR task force that wrote the report included a current and a former Google employee and made consultations with Microsoft and Amazon. Unsurprisingly, the report recommends expanding the use of public clouds.13 This recommendation was then picked up by the AI action plan published in July 2025. The plan suggests forming agreements with US cloud giants to provide the research community with greater access to digital infrastructure as well as models, data and software as a service.

Big Tech’s influence can also be read between the lines of the US executive AI order ‘Safe, Secure, and Trustworthy Development and Use of 10Artificial Intelligence’. When the order was introduced in late 2023, then US Vice President Kamala Harris declared,


Let us be clear: when it comes to AI, America is a global leader. It is American companies that lead the world in AI innovation. It is America that can catalyse global action and build global consensus in a way that no other country can.



Under the title ‘Removing Barriers to American Leadership in AI’, Trump’s administration revoked this executive order on 23 January 2025. Still, the regulation’s focus was narrowly confined to harmful uses of AI. This was precisely what Big Tech had lobbied for given that AI regulation was perceived as inevitable under Biden’s administration. Acknowledging that AI was going to be regulated, Big Tech took the first step and pushed for regulating its uses instead of how they produce it. As Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella stated in an interview with CNBC on 16 May 2023,


We do not have to wait for regulation to have standards … I call it the start of any self-regulation. Then, on top of that, if we talk about regulation, maybe we can unpack it from the application domain, because after all context in which something is being applied, in education, healthcare, retail, and we can have the regulatory frameworks that already exist.



So, if Big Tech’s role as a policymaker is not new, what has changed? What has changed is the unprecedented agreement seemingly sealed with the current Trump administration, an agreement without major reputational costs given the international legitimacy of far-right ideas. This pact has been driven by the explosive adoption of AI following the release of ChatGPT. Only when AI became globally adopted did the possibility of openly allying with Big Tech, ruling through their technologies, and wielding the threat of weaponizing AI-generated interdependence become so enticing.

The concept of weaponized interdependence, introduced by political science professors Henry Farrell and Abraham Newman, describes how asymmetric global networks controlled by multinational corporations can be exploited by their home states to advance political objectives.14 11Because AI and the cloud are being applied across industries and value chains, it offers the most extensive potential for weaponizing interdependence.

Farrell and Newman identified two mechanisms of state-driven weaponized interdependence: chokepoint and panopticon effects. Chokepoints refer to bottlenecks that occur when companies from a single country dominate a critical segment of a value chain. A clear example is the US’s dominance in the frontier design of semiconductors. Chokepoints often arise from the intellectual monopolization of essential knowledge required for production. The panopticon effect, on the other hand, refers to having exclusive access to the structure, flow and content of a network. Essentially, it refers to the ability to monitor all information created and exchanged within a network, understanding who does what and how. As global production networks continue to expand, it becomes increasingly impossible for anyone to function without engaging with those who control key chokepoints or possess panopticon-like visibility.

The presence of Big Tech leaders in the front row at Trump’s inauguration signals the launch of a ruling coalition capable of controlling nearly every organization and nation reliant on AI and other digital technologies, with the exception of a few decoupled countries among which China stands out. Given the centrality of AI and the cloud, this alliance of corporate and state superpowers is strategically positioned to exert global dominance by controlling the social production of information and knowledge in all its forms, from narrative-building to advanced technologies. This coalition is effectively prepared to further secure US military, political and economic supremacy while enabling corporate giants to expand their control beyond ownership, drive widespread adoption of their technologies and evade regulatory efforts both in the US and elsewhere.

The AI action plan is the clearest statement supporting this analysis. Its main goal is to make every single person, company and government in their so-called allied world use and pay for US models and their applications, all sold through the marketplaces of US cloud giants. It has never been more explicit that the US government does not intend each nation to democratically decide its (technological) future, which is to be determined instead by a few US corporate hands. The US AI action plan 12reaffirms and strengthens the government’s alliance with US tech giants, directly undermining other nations and their citizens’ space to decide how and whether to develop AI and for whom.

If this plan is successful, we will not only be interacting more with US-based generative AI models when it comes to customer service, translations, writing software, and marketing campaigns and even with tasks previously performed by artists, journalists and scholars. AI is also replacing decision-making in warfare. The resulting dependence on Big Tech technologies helps to explain why the US AI action plan will review all US FTC investigations launched during Biden’s term to prioritize AI innovation over any form of regulation.

This landmark policy document promises that winning the so-called AI race will usher in ‘a new golden age of human flourishing, economic competitiveness, and national security for the American people’. It is hard to see a new golden age unfolding amid a worsening ecological crisis. The plan’s ‘Build, baby, build!’ policy, aimed at expanding and maintaining AI infrastructure, especially the US power grid, at the scale demanded by the industry, will only deepen the planetary crisis. Equally hard to believe is the promise of a golden age in economic competitiveness, especially when the 2024 Nobel Prize winner in economics, MIT-based Daron Acemoglu, has projected that macroeconomic productivity gains from AI adoption will be less than 0.53 per cent over the next decade.15 What is far more likely is that the US will grow economically but through appropriating value from the rest of the world as they capture technologies that are based on globally co-created data and knowledge.

This book explains how we ended up here. How is it that Amazon, Microsoft and Google control digital, including AI, value chains from their clouds and why is it that AI leadership is critical for dominating global capitalism, a task that today they are undertaking in partnership with Trump’s administration? While the need to build alternatives is urgent, incomplete and flawed assessments have led governments worldwide to propose (industrial) policies that ultimately backfire. This book offers a comprehensive perspective upon which a viable democratic alternative can be constructed.
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Fieldwork

This book is based on more than one hundred in-depth semi-structured interviews. I conducted 112 interviews with 111 different individuals, as I spoke with my first interviewee again at the end of my fieldwork. I spoke with people from twenty-one different countries across the Americas, Europe, the Middle East and Asia. I interviewed people with experience as scientists, engineers, technicians, senior managers or executives developing or using advanced digital technologies from fifty-five multinational corporations, including US and Chinese Big Tech.

Most of my interviewees had worked for at least one other multinational corporation, a particularly common trait among those with work experience at Big Tech. My sample also included individuals with experience at eight smaller tech companies, including leading Chinese AI firms, as well as someone working as a content moderator for Meta’s primary subcontractor. I interviewed two prominent AI scientists working in academia. One had research contracts involving multiple Big Tech and other large companies, and the other had consulted for a major US bank. Considering those who responded to my questions about more than one company, I gathered a total of 145 organization-interviewee responses.

About half of the interviews were arranged using LinkedIn Recruiter. The rest of the sample comprised individuals recommended by previous interviewees, indirect contacts, authors of articles presented at leading AI conferences and a few employees who reached out to me directly after hearing my media appearances. I remain in contact with some of them and occasionally follow up with additional questions. I supplemented these interviews and follow-up queries with firm-level data gathered from various sources, including annual reports, trademarks, market shares, scientific publications, corporate venture capital data and company websites.

Verbatim accounts from these interviews are interspersed throughout the book to illustrate the diverse stories that shaped my ideas. These snippets add depth and bring the concepts I propose to life. I use a streamlined classification of my interviewees’ positions and seniority that is broad enough to ensure their anonymity.

My analysis also builds on informal discussions with experts from academia, public institutions, non-profits and the private sector. These interactions ranged from a chat at the European Parliament with a former Big Tech consultant and a dinner conversation with a former manager of Latin America’s leading e-commerce and e-payment platform Mercado 14Libre, to multiple exchanges with an AI scientist from MIT and ongoing conversations with close friends working in the tech industry.

I also drew on previous fieldwork. This included interviews with Siemens managers for a co-authored article, discussions with two firms operating exclusively as cloud partners for a project delivered to Argentina’s Ministry of Productive Development in 2021 and insights from research conducted in Brazil in 2023 for a different project.



Outline of the book

This book is structured in four interconnected parts. Part I discusses my theory of leading corporations as intellectual monopolies and what is different between today’s intellectual monopolies and those that existed throughout the twentieth century. Chapter 1 identifies and classifies intellectual monopolies and examines how leading firms primarily accumulate capital by systematically capturing knowledge and data. Chapter 2 traces the evolution of leading corporations as intellectual monopolies and explains why they do not eliminate all competition; instead, some competitors become their satellites. This analysis of the evolution of intellectual monopolies is complemented in Chapter 3 with a comparison between old and new tech giants.

Part II of the book explores the distinctiveness of today’s intellectual monopolization. As Chapter 4 reveals, contemporary intellectual monopolies outsource segments of the production of the very intangibles they later transform into assets. This chapter shows how intellectual monopolies, particularly Big Tech, capture various forms of knowledge, including scientific research and open-source code. This is followed by Chapter 5’s analysis of what I term ‘epistemic totalitarianism’. By defining research agendas and determining what qualifies as a valid research method, intellectual monopolies effectively exclude alternative forms of knowledge. They also construct and enforce narratives that reinforce their positions of power. Together, Chapters 4 and 5 explain how intellectual monopolies, especially Big Tech, orchestrate knowledge production within corporate innovation systems. Chapter 6 further expands on this by examining how Big Tech plans AI innovation.

In Part III, the current prominence of AI and the cloud provides a critical context for identifying and analysing power dynamics among the world’s largest firms. Chapter 7 details how Amazon, Microsoft and Google have transformed their clouds into the primary sphere for digital 15production, exchange and consumption. As leading corporations across all industries increasingly become driven by data and AI, Chapter 8 demonstrates how they grow dependent on these cloud giants. From major pharmaceutical companies to automotive-industry giants and companies such as Uber, Netflix, Coca-Cola, Nestlé and IKEA, they all find themselves locked into the clouds of Amazon, Microsoft and/or Google. Cloud giants are not seeking to replace these other corporate leaders, as I explain in Chapter 9. Instead, by ruling through their technologies over other powerful corporations, they profit from the value captured by those companies from their respective networks.

Finally, the global consequences of the overall scenario described in the book are explained in Part IV. Chapter 10 focuses on automation, discussing the impacts of AI on creative labour and learning in the workplace. Chapter 11 expands and adapts the idea of ICT as control technologies to AI and the cloud paying special attention to the transformations of corporate planning. Intellectual monopolies across industries leverage digital technologies – primarily through Amazon, Microsoft and Google clouds – for planning beyond ownership structures. In response, more voices are turning to states to find sovereign alternatives. Chapter 12 overviews the policy responses to US Big Tech dominance given by states from the rest of the world and analyses why they have either backfired or are far from desirable. I suggest instead to build sovereignty for people and the planet by creating democratically planned public alternatives.

As I hope becomes evident after reading The Rulers, we live in a world where the production of knowledge – the fundamental resource for organizing individual and collective life – is overwhelmingly controlled by Amazon, Microsoft and Google. Their dominance has reached a point where even other powerful leaders have become dependent on their monopolized technologies. For this end, Big Tech companies systematically transform knowledge and information produced by each and every individual and organization into their assets. They are, in essence, the world’s largest knowledge predators.16 is blank
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Part I Intellectual Monopolies
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1 Concentration

In 1975, only 17 per cent of the assets of companies listed in the Standard and Poor’s 500 were intangibles. By 2020, this figure had skyrocketed to 90 per cent.1 In this context, ‘intangibles’ refers to a wide range of knowledge and data products, from scientific and technological outputs such as AI algorithms and vaccines to big data, brands and other narratives, and expertise in organizing global value chains.

Intangibles can be controlled in ways that prevent others from freely accessing them. Intellectual property rights, such as patents, are just one well-known mechanism. Between 2016 and 2018, a mere 2,000 corporations owned 63 per cent of all inventions that were simultaneously patented at the five largest patent offices, which is often seen as an indicator of the high quality of the patented inventions.2

Turning intangibles into assets means successfully using that knowledge or information to capture a stream of income, often referred to as intellectual or innovation rent.3 This rent is paid by those who require access to the intangibles or the products that rely on them. While IPRs can facilitate this transformation of knowledge into assets, they do not 20guarantee it. Simply owning a patent does not ensure garnering an intellectual rent from the protected knowledge. Such rents can also be captured without IP rights, for example by being the first innovating or by keeping knowledge secret. As a TSMC digital technologies director explained: ‘When you write a patent you have to reveal things. So, we still have a process where a lot of things are trade secrets … If you file a patent, everybody will do it and a lot of patents in processes are difficult to enforce. You need to prove that others are using it [the patented invention] in the process.’

The growing importance of intangible assets prompted Jonathan Haskel, professor of economics at Imperial College Business School, and Stian Westlake, chief executive of the UK’s Royal Statistical Society, to publish a book with the provocative title Capitalism without Capital. A more accurate, though less catchy, title would have been Capitalism without Tangible Capital in Core Economies. Their work does not depict the demise of capital(ism), but rather the rise of intangible capital as the primary driver of accumulation in core economies.

According to the authors, intangible investments have four distinctive characteristics that explain the current state of capitalism: they are sunk costs, generate spillovers, create synergies and are highly scalable. While these features seem reasonable at first glance, the first two only apply under specific conditions, the third is undermined by intellectual monopolization, and the fourth, although accurate, leads the authors to a misconception.

Haskel and Westlake argue that intangible investments are typically sunk costs because knowledge is context-specific and cannot be sold as easily as a machine. However, this claim only holds true for tacit or experiential knowledge. Codified knowledge, especially science and technology, can be applied to various purposes, particularly in the case of general-purpose technologies such as AI, which, by definition, have a wide array of applications.

Other examples include the development of technologies serving both commercial and military applications encouraged by the US Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) during the Cold War. The microwave, which Haskel and Westlake reference elsewhere in their book, was invented by a team working on radar technology at the defence giant Raytheon. Similarly, large datasets can be repurposed for countless objectives. Uses of Facebook’s data range from targeted advertising and identifying suicidal users to political manipulations, as in the Cambridge Analytica scandal.

21The second property described in Capitalism without Capital is spillovers. Haskel and Westlake argue that investors may not capture all or even any of the returns from intangible investments because they generate spillovers. However, this should not necessarily be viewed as a problem. As long as returns exceed those from alternative investments, the fact that a company cannot collect all the benefits from its investment is unlikely to discourage it. Leading corporations also often appropriate knowledge co-created and funded by other organizations. This appropriation can more than compensate for the spillovers generated by the company’s own investments.

There is also a strong case to be made that spillovers may not be as significant as the authors suggest. Although they assume intangible assets are harder to protect, numerous factors indicate precisely the opposite due to the strengthening of IP rights and trade secrets. Just as crucial is the accelerating pace of innovation, combined with increasingly high knowledge thresholds required to comprehend new advancements. This means that, even if knowledge were openly accessible, several factors would still limit the extent of its spillovers.

Haskel and Westlake acknowledge that restricted spillovers could be contributing to sluggish productivity and growth. However, they continue to emphasize the abstract notion of spillovers without recognizing that it only functions as a deterrent to intangible investment in an ideal world characterized by perfect information and no institutional barriers.4

The third economic property defined by the authors is that jointly used intangible assets tend to generate radical and often unpredictable synergies. Unlike most products, knowledge can be used simultaneously by many people without diminishing anyone’s satisfaction. Knowledge, like a firework display, is often seen as an example of a non-rival good. By contrast, consider an apple: two people cannot eat the same apple; at best, they can share it by dividing it. Apples are rival products. Conversely, ideas can be consumed collectively without diminishing individual consumption; in fact, shared ideas often generate new ones, enriching the experience for everyone involved. Knowledge possesses a sort of ‘turbocharged’ non-rivalry because it expands as it is consumed and connected to other pieces of knowledge. When knowledge is encapsulated for individual profit, it deprives all those who wish to access it from benefiting from such synergies. It should also be added that knowledge’s 22non-rivalness only works if people have sufficient capabilities to understand the shared piece of knowledge.

Scalability, the fourth property of intangibles as defined by Haskel and Westlake, is closely related to their non-rival potential. The investment required to establish and maintain the Coca-Cola brand or develop a COVID-19 vaccine is not directly linked to the number of Cokes or vaccines produced. So, the more units sold, the cheaper each unit becomes, as the fixed costs of the intangible asset are spread across more units. However, associating this with the idea that larger companies are inherently better knowledge agents, as suggested by Haskel and Westlake, is a misconception. Because much R&D is publicly funded and knowledge production is frequently outsourced, large companies often act more as knowledge managers than as its primary producers. They recombine externally produced knowledge and collect rents from it. As explained in Chapter 4, knowledge predation scales much faster than producing intangibles in-house.

All these inconsistencies point to a more critical gap in Haskel and Westlake’s analysis of capitalism without capital. While they acknowledge that firms can benefit from the ideas of others – an effect described as open innovation – their portrayal of capitalism suggests knowledge is produced exclusively within organizations. This contradicts substantial evidence that knowledge is generated through systems, in the interactions among organizations. Because they overlook this, Haskel and Westlake also fail to recognize that even when knowledge, data and other intangibles are produced systemically, a small group of corporations ends up turning most of them into their assets. This is not capitalism without capital but intellectual monopoly capitalism.


So, how to identify an intellectual monopoly?

Intellectual monopolies, as I define them, are organizations that systematically capture rents derived from their sustained concentration of intangible assets. In other words, these are companies whose capital concentration is rooted in their dominance over intangible assets.

To identify intellectual monopolization, it would be misleading to simply examine a company’s share of intangible assets relative to its total assets. Start-ups, for instance, often concentrate intangibles without behaving as intellectual monopolies. For intellectual monopolization to occur, the concentration of intangibles must simultaneously enable some 23form of economic concentration. Put simply, the extensive and sustained accumulation of intangibles results in high economic concentration.

So, how can we define high economic concentration? If we approach this question from the perspective of market shares, a firm may control only 5 per cent of a market yet still hold the largest share. Would this qualify as high economic concentration?

These questions do not have a universal answer because intellectual monopolization is inherently relational and can exist in varying degrees. To comprehensively account for it, we would have to compare each potential intellectual monopoly against every other organization worldwide, which would require mapping the entire global economy. To address this limitation, I compare a set of large multinational companies through indicators of relative concentration shared among them.

The classification I propose here is particularly useful for identifying those companies with the highest degree of intellectual monopolization because I am focusing on the world’s leading firms. And because this phenomenon is relational, the comparisons I draw among the companies in my sample will also shed light on the relationships between them, which will be explored in detail in Part III.

I examined sixty-seven large companies. I considered the top fifty corporations in market capitalization by the end of March 2023 and added fifteen other large companies in market capitalization that are or have been market leaders. They enhance the sectoral and country-of-origin diversity of the sample. These fifteen are: Accenture, BlackRock, Carrefour, Disney, Ericsson, IBM, Inditex, Intel, Mercado Libre, Netflix, Nokia, Banco Santander, SAP, Siemens and Uber. Two privately held firms, Huawei and IKEA, complete my sample. Both appear to be strong candidates for intellectual monopolization. The complete list of firms in my sample with their related indicators is provided in the Appendix.

I begin by defining proxies for intangible concentration and economic network concentration. By analysing these factors together, I explore why not every large company qualifies as an intellectual monopoly and why some intellectual monopolies are particularly dominant.5
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Intangible assets

Measuring the concentration of intangible assets at the firm level has been the subject of extensive debate for several reasons. First, only publicly listed firms are asked to assign a value to their intangible assets, but even then, disclosing this information is not mandatory. Some companies, such as Apple, choose to keep it confidential. Second, the reliability of a corporation’s disclosed intangible assets should be taken with a barrel of salt. Valuing these assets is a complex issue, particularly when they have not been purchased but internally developed or freely harvested, such as data collected from platforms. Certain intangibles escape from measurement, such as the tacit knowledge held by managers and researchers. Additionally, as illustrated by Ernst & Young’s audit of Salesforce’s 2022 annual report, some valuations rely heavily on subjective assumptions.


The valuation of the customer relationship and developed technology intangible assets is complex and judgmental due to the use of subjective assumptions in the valuation models used by management when determining their estimated fair value.6



Third, a portion of the intangibles disclosed in annual reports is encapsulated under goodwill, defined as the difference between a company’s book value and market value. While goodwill is intended to account for unmeasured intangibles, it is heavily influenced by financial market dynamics.7

An alternative to using company-disclosed intangible assets could be to use IP rights as a proxy for intangible assets. However, as I have already mentioned, IP rights are just one of many mechanisms used to control and capture knowledge. The relevance of IPRs also varies significantly by industry. While they are critically important in the pharmaceutical 25sector, the rapid pace of technological change and the strategic use of secrecy tend to outweigh patents in the digital technology sector.

Taking all the mentioned limitations into account, I used two proxies that account for sector-specific characteristics and broadly represent two distinct types of intangible assets: brands, which convey knowledge about the identity of a firm or its products, and those derived from science and technology. For the latter, I focused on Business Expenditure on R&D (BERD).8 As the name suggests, BERD refers to the funds a company invests in R&D. BERD includes not only in-house activities but also payments made for acquiring intangibles, outsourcing knowledge production and developing or acquiring means to capture that knowledge.

The OECD and the European Commission have been publishing lists of the world’s largest firms in terms of BERD for years. By 2022, the top ten companies accounted for 14 per cent and the top fifty for 31 per cent of the world’s private R&D. In the same year, almost half of the world’s BERD came from US and Chinese enterprises.9 While one cannot automatically equate the BERD ranking with a corporate ranking of science-based intangible assets, there is a widely acknowledged correlation between R&D investments and science-based outputs. My interviewees also confirmed this connection.

Regarding brands, they serve to distinguish a corporation as a unique entity and signal its continuity over time. Unlike humans, corporate entities can live forever in the transmission of their identity from one generation to the other. As my friend and colleague Dr Magali Brosio once pointed out when we were discussing brand building, people often identify with ‘team Adidas’ or ‘team Nike’. I realized I was team Adidas only after that conversation. This divide is the result of successful brand building. Although Nike and Adidas offer nearly identical products 26from a technical perspective, their brands convey entirely different identities.

Making consumers perceive two comparable products as fundamentally different is just one example of how corporations shape perceptions. Brands create uniqueness. This does not mean someone loyal to team Adidas will never switch to Nike; however, if they do, the switch will still feel like consuming something entirely different. In the pharmaceutical industry, brands induce consumers to conflate large pharmaceutical companies’ products with their active principles. This marketing strategy allows them to continue charging higher prices than generic alternatives even after patents expire, thus still making sizeable profits.10

Like personal identity, brands are often legally registered. As long as fees are paid, trademarks are the only form of intellectual property that never expires. However, maintaining a brand requires constant effort. Coca-Cola may hold its trademarks indefinitely, but if it stops investing in brand building, those trademarks will be meaningless.

A company’s identity and that of its products are shaped by numerous scattered investments.
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