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Abstract

* I would like to thank Mica Panic (Cambridge University) and Sam Whimster 

(London Metropolitan University) for their comments on earlier drafts of this 

report. It was completed before the US SEC charges were made against 

Goldman Sachs & Co (16 April 2010). Subsequent debate could strengthen 

the case for reform/s.
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Political-Technical Objections: 
‘neither possible nor feasible’



 The Tobin Tax Revisited 5

6



6 Policy Report



 The Tobin Tax Revisited 7

7

8

What did Tobin really want, 
in regards to feasibility?
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What are the social purposes 
of banking and money? 
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Opponents
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Worries
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Other taxes and 
regulatory measures



 The Tobin Tax Revisited 13

 



14 Policy Report

What could Tobin 
taxes achieve? 
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Endnotes

1 Sociology no longer aims for predictions or 

‘laying down laws’, but interpretation. Many 

economic debates for and against !nancial 

reforms are couched in dogmatic terms of 

!rm predictions, which is unhelpful.

2 According to the BIS ‘Triennial central bank 

survey or foreign exchange and derivatives, 

2007 (Bis.org), in 1998 Forex daily turnover 

was US$1,490 billion. The BIS is only 

reporting its next survey in August 2010. On 

estimations of tax revenue, see Barber T. 

& G. Packer 2009 ‘European leaders push 

case for Tobin tax’, FT December 12-13: 4. 

It cites France’s foreign minister, Bernard 

Kouchner, as estimating €20 billion to €30 

billion a year could be raised by a levy of 

only 0.005 per cent. The IMF report of April 

2010 will give more precise estimates than 

is available from the BIS at present.

3 I argue that Tobin’s ‘sand in wheels’ 

metaphor does not acknowledge the 

social relations of trust and the hierarchical 

structure of the !nance sector. Incentives 

assume self-interest is the sole driver of 

human affairs, taken to extremes in the 

!nancial industry: positive ones include 

exorbitant bonuses, whereas negative (tax) 

incentives that discourage private vices 

and externalities are a start in this industry.

4 Various countries (Chile with a 30% 

tax), prevent so-called ‘hot money’ from 

parking and moving out in a week. India, 

China have various controls.

5 See Pixley (2010) on confusions in 

behavioural !nance between risk (known 

chances, i.e. gambling proper) and 

uncertainty (the social world of money 

and !nance).

6 In the UK stamp duty (0.5% tax on the 

value of spot share transactions since 

2001), transfer of ownership is only 

of!cially stamped after the tax is paid. 

This is a design issue cf. Sweden’s 

!nancial transaction tax was easily 

avoided by relocation. A similar tax is 

imposed in Ireland, Korea, Australia, 

Switzerland, Greece, Hong Kong, India 

and China. The UK revenue started at 

£2.9 billion pa., rose to £4.2 in 2007 

and was £3.2 bn. in 2008 (Darvas & 

Weizsacker 2010: 6-7). 

7 This is the phrase used by Gordon Brown 

quoted from an article in The Guardian 

listed in globalpolicy.org/socecon/glotax/

currtax/index, accessed December 5 

2001; Denny, C. 2002 ‘US blocks push to 

lift aid to poor countries’ Sydney Morning 

Herald 24 January: 7

8 The French Assembly voted in favour in 

November 2001, with the ‘Association pour 

une Taxation des Transactions !nancieres 

pour l’Aide aux Citoyens’ claiming credit 

for the Currency Transaction Tax (CTT). The 

Halifax movement claimed victory in the 

Canadian parliament in 1999. The Jubilee 

movement on Third World debt relief also 

supported a CTT. At the UN, John Lang-

more (personal email), then Director of the 

UN Division for Social Policy and Develop-

ment, argued the CTT gained impetus with 

the UN’s Zedillo report on !nancing for 

development. Ford & Desir 2001.

9 A multi-polar world is a central theme 

of the Global Policy Institute at London 

Metropolitan University.

10 The reason for historic social compromises 

in democracies is due to the important 

purposes of money, its dynamism in 

capitalist economies, and the need for 

state legitimacy in con#icts between 

debtors, creditors, taxpayers and 

government bond-holders (Ingham 2008; 

and see literature on ‘different’ forms of 

capitalism). Politicians turn to populism in 

face of angry debtors/taxpayers and, in the 

USA, seem to deny they are politicians. 

11 The analogy is to house buying on the 

spur of the moment, where a week’s cool-

ing period is mandatory before exchange 

of contract in some countries.
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