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Human desire is not an autonomous process, but a collective one. We want things because other people want them.


— René Girard


___________


If I’m fake I ain’t notice cause my money ain’t.


— Nicki Minaj









Chapter One


The Money Revolution




CONCEPT: Money has always been more about perception than reality. If enough people decide that money is worth something, then suddenly it is! Recently, however, the understanding of money has become more distorted — and interesting — than ever before.





At some point in recent history, the global economy stopped making sense.


People everywhere began to think about money much differently than they had before. Figuring out what it all meant would take some time, but the early signs were impossible to miss.


For one thing, hundreds of thousands of people with no background in finance suddenly began day-trading the stock options of failing companies. On purpose. That last part was key: they knew there was no good reason for the stock prices of the companies they traded to rise. But rise they did, and they kept rising, frustrating the professional investors who’d taken out positions betting that the failing companies would, you know, fail.


Amateur investors earning large amounts of money by betting on failing companies was just one symbol of how the economy was shifting. OnlyFans, a social network that consisted largely of adult performers selling access to intimate videos, took off — and exhausted healthcare workers and elementary school teachers burned out from teaching virtual kindergarten suddenly discovered a much more profitable way to make a living.


As the platform grew, so did the moral panic. In response, the CEO announced that sex work would soon be banned on the platform — which was a problem, because the whole business was built on sex work. He eventually backed down at the demand of many of the performers, some of whom were earning far more than they ever would in a more conventional job. As one adult creator put it, “I make videos that you jerk off to. Why shouldn’t I get paid?”


And then, of course, there was crypto. Cryptocurrency would change the world, dude, and make us all rich in the process. At one point, the price of a single Bitcoin rose to almost $69,000. This happened the same month in which the S&P500 stock market index had declined. Meanwhile, as token prices were at their highest in history, the bestselling “non-fungible” (meaning unique, one of a kind, but in digital form) tokens (NFTs) on the largest blockchain network were drawings of apes. Some of these images sold for $1 million or more — all for a single JPEG. Even the price of gold — a currency as old as time — saw a 25 percent spike. The value of all these assets, it seemed, had become completely untethered from their real-world value — and from the rest of the economy.


None of it made any sense, at least as long as you applied the old ways of thinking. Many people jumped on the bandwagon, while many others declared it a bubble, and dismissed it entirely. Whichever camp you fell into, one thing was clear: it was time to start thinking differently about how money works.


This book is about thinking differently.


___________


You know what happened starting in the spring of 2020. There was a pandemic, it was bad, it changed everything.


What matters for our story is what happened next.


Restaurants, bars, and brick-and-mortar retailers emptied out. Travel ground to a halt. Schools and offices were closed, and many companies announced layoffs, job cuts, and furloughs. The federal government stepped in to stop the bleeding, and billions of dollars in stimulus money flooded the country.


Contrary to expectations, the economy didn’t shrink, it grew. Housing prices skyrocketed. Economists suddenly began worrying about a savings glut — in other words, they were worried that people weren’t spending enough of their disposable income.


Flush with cash, the percentage of Americans who invested in cryptocurrency doubled in a year. Uber drivers were suddenly talking about something called altcoins. Prisoners, who received stimulus payments along with everyone else, began betting on stocks with their newfound wealth.


For more than a year, Bitcoin climbed higher and higher as investors poured in. So did shares in Tesla, Peloton, and plenty of other tech companies. Though these assets eventually came back down to planet Earth, a sea change in perception had set in. As some of the investors in failing companies put it, “Stocks only go up.”


“The government can’t just keep printing money!” a surprisingly small number of people said during this time. But it did.


A new meme explained these trends in even simpler terms: Money printer go brrrrrr.


It was as though all the old rules had gone out the window and money was falling from the sky. And nothing that happened later — not record inflation, high gas prices, or media reports of crypto exchange collapses — seemed to fully reverse the mindset that had taken hold.


Money: It’s Whatever You Want It to Be


Let’s back up slightly. Where does money come from, anyway? From the money fairy, of course. Or, technically, it comes from the government, which decides which types of money it should issue and how much should be printed.


But is it really that simple? Of course not . . . or, wait. Actually, it is that simple.


That is exactly how it works: the government prints money whenever it wants, and most of the time, the people accept that it’s worth whatever they’re told.


Back in 2009, Ben Bernanke, then the chairman of the Federal Reserve, was tasked with restoring order to the world’s economy in the wake of a mortgage crisis. The main lever he pulled was a timeless one: give large banks more money.


When asked in an interview where this money was coming from — because surely it doesn’t just appear out of thin air — he gave a remarkably candid answer.


“To lend to a bank,” he explained, “we simply use the computer to mark up the size of the account that they have with the Fed.”


It was as though he’d lowered his guard for a moment to state the truth: Money isn’t real. It’s just a number we can change in a computer.


The interviewer seemed momentarily confused by this rare moment of candor, and posed a follow-up question to clarify.


“You’ve been printing money?” he asked.


“Well, effectively,” replied Bernanke.


A few years later, a blogger named Gabrielle Blair (popularly known as @designmom) posted the following message on Twitter: A Venmo employee could write a line of code that adds $10,000 to every Venmo account, and magically more money would then exist.


The comment was part of a larger argument, but of the hundreds of people who replied, no one could say why this proposal wouldn’t work. Why can’t a payment service — or a bank, for that matter — decide that its users have $10,000 more today than they did yesterday?


___________


Money has always been a product of collective imagination. Throughout history, hype and speculation have produced “bubbles” around questionable markets in everything from Dutch tulips to war bonds to Charles Ponzi’s postal coupons. In retrospect, these examples seem exceptional in every sense — mere blips in a story of long-term stability.


But events that were once outliers are now popping up all the time.


Hundreds of people became “Tesla millionaires” when the company’s stock rose 700 percent, defying the predictions of just about every professional analyst. Zoom, once a tiny company with a single videoconferencing product that didn’t work very well, would suddenly grow to be worth more than every US airline combined.


Meanwhile, shares of AMC Entertainment Holdings, whose core business was movie theaters, surged during a year in which no one could go to the movies. Later, the CEO would discover that when he didn’t wear pants during an investor call, the stock price would climb higher — thus raising an interesting question of shareholder responsibility: if executives are charged with serving investors to the best of their ability, would no-pants Zoom calls become the new standard for earnings calls across the land?


Even ancient brands like RadioShack, once mocked in The Onion with a story about its CEO wondering how his own company could possibly still be in business, experienced bizarre corporate resurrections. At the height of the pandemic, the twice-bankrupt company was purchased for an undisclosed but almost certainly large sum by a couple of crypto bros.*


Simply put, if enough people decide that something is “worth” much more than its current value, then all of a sudden, it is.


I could have written a whole book about the many different points in history when vast sums of money have been created out of nothing — or instantly destroyed as the winds of public opinion change direction.


But the fact that money is based more on perception than objective reality is just our starting point; it’s what has allowed the rules of making money to be upended, in unprecedented and revolutionary ways. The goal of this book is to help you understand how the rules of this game have shifted, and ultimately to answer the question: How can you win?



The Money Revolution (aka Times Change, Smart People Adapt)



Throughout history, a number of broad, important shifts have irreversibly transformed societies and economies. You probably learned about them at some point in school: the agrarian revolution, the Industrial Revolution, etc.


Before the Industrial Revolution came along, people worked on their farms and made everything they needed by hand. It was all pretty inefficient, but better than hunting and gathering.


But then! Machinery entered the world, the path to prosperity changed, and large swaths of humanity begin living very differently than their ancestors had. What one’s parents and grandparents had done to provide for themselves and their families was no longer the best course for the new generation. To succeed in the Industrial Age, an enterprising peasant had to learn new skills. Sure, some continued doing things the old way, but these were not the ones who thrived.


And so it goes through the ages. Empires rise and fall. Change is constant. Those who adapt are those who prosper.


Today, we stand in the midst of another transformation: the Money Revolution. Simply put, money ain’t what it used to be. This is partly due to the rise of digital assets, but that’s only one part of the story. In fact, the more interesting parts are the societal and technological shifts creating new paths to prosperity that simply weren’t possible — or even imaginable — just a few years ago.


Lurking behind this seismic shift are two parallel trends. The first is a growing distrust of traditional institutions, especially among Gen Zers and millennials, who are on to the fact that the career security their parents and grandparents enjoyed is a thing of the past. Even adjusting for inflation, millennials have paid far more for a college education than any other generation, all while the market value of a degree in most fields has declined. Long-held adages about careers, personal finance, and investing passed on from older generations are increasingly disconnected from their lives.


Confronted with these facts, many young people feel skeptical and resentful of the systems they have inherited. Why shouldn’t they? It’s a perfectly logical reaction. Besides, revolutions have a habit of showing up when enough people get pissed off. And this time, the revolution is armed with modern tools and methods that greatly amplify its effects.


That’s why the second trend is about a growing number of people who are seeking out creative ways to beat the system. Today’s winners aren’t parking their savings in a comfy 401(k) and waiting for their nest egg to grow, they’re putting their cash in alternative investments. They aren’t lobbying for legislative action to rein in Wall Street; they’re sticking it to hedge funds by squeezing them out of their short positions. They aren’t trying to “beat the house” at the casino; they’re going on Reddit to learn about prediction markets.


That’s because they have decided that the old rules of money — the ones built on trust and a sense of good faith in institutions — aren’t just outdated: the old rules are a scam.


To be clear, there are real losers in revolutions, too. Just ask Marie Antoinette. Or the followers of Ned Ludd — aka the original Luddites — who rebelled against industrialization by breaking textile machinery (spoiler alert: it didn’t work, and they got left behind).


Still, that’s the nature of progress. It’s not perfect, but with each revolution come new opportunities for more people to share in the wealth.


Money printer go brrrrr.


What Lies Ahead


Before I began writing this book, I undertook a series of experiments. The experiments began as strictly research, but at some point, I kept going. I won’t lie: it was fun and addictive.


I bet on the outcome of political elections, learning under the tutelage of pros. I bet on other markets as well, including the outcome of the Britney Spears conservatorship saga and the state of relations between Kanye West and the Kardashians.


I began playing video games for real money, fulfilling the lifelong dream of my twenty-year-old self.


I learned how to create AI art, focusing my efforts on drawings of cats drinking milkshakes (to view one of my early masterpieces, see here).


And of course, I bought meme stocks, because who didn’t?


As you’ll see, some of these experiments went better than others. At one point I was earning $1,000 a day from something called yield farming. Surely my retirement in Monaco was just a few months away! But while I was watching the numbers go up, the price of the underlying security dropped more than 40 percent.


Then there was the time I made a disastrous mistake and transferred several thousand dollars to the wrong blockchain account. Guess what? When you do that, you can’t get it back!


Still, I kept going. All in the name of research, and possibly compulsion.


I went to Denver to see the founder of Ethereum and thousands of his enthusiastic acolytes. I went to Iowa to witness a food cannon that shot vegetables into the sky. I met and interviewed full-time sports bettors, TikTok influencers, professional dungeon masters, and at least one billionaire.


I tried to meet as many people on the front lines of this revolution as I could, in order to tell the best possible story.


Over the course of the next 241 pages, I’ll introduce you to some of these enterprising individuals. Among others, you’ll meet:




	The skilled programmer who works two full-time jobs simultaneously, without either employer knowing about the other. This isn’t a retail worker earning low wages who has to work multiple jobs to make ends meet. Cumulatively, his two jobs pay him over $340,000 a year.


	The TikTok star earning up to $100,000 a day selling courses on the decidedly unsexy topic of how to use Microsoft Excel, and another one who gets paid $50,000 a month to sleep through flashing disco lights, techno music played at high volume, and fake FBI raids.




	The game designer who took home first prize in an art fair, for a work “painted” entirely by AI.


	The grandmother who exposed a leading maker of inkjet printers for scamming customers into buying their overpriced name-brand ink cartridges, and won a $1.5-million class-action lawsuit in the process.





And, as they say, so much more.



How to Read This Book



This book is a field guide to the Money Revolution. While it might not always seem this way, even revolutions have rules — or at least, the successful ones do. A revolution without rules is just a riot. So in the pages ahead, you’ll learn how to use the new tools and platforms that technology has enabled to capitalize on the new rules of money and gain an advantage for yourself.


Some of the strategies in the pages ahead will be useful to anyone, anywhere, regardless of how much money they currently have access to. Others will be more helpful to those who have some money to invest and are looking for creative ways to make it grow (or simply protect it from loss).


To get the most out of the chapters that follow, it pays to keep the following in mind.


1. Because things change so quickly in times of revolution, some examples you’ll read about may no longer be relevant, or may simply be less useful. In those cases, focus on what you can learn from the story.Where did the idea come from, and what action did someone need to take to make it happen? Consider how to apply a similar approach to other ideas.


2. Don’t be afraid to change your mind. What worked before isn’t guaranteed to work now, and what works now won’t always work in the future.


3. Most of all, take the advice that makes sense to you and ignore the rest. In fact, that’s a good way to read any book.


The stories I’ll share are interesting on their own, but I also hope you’ll learn something from them. By the time you’ve finished reading this book, you’ll be acquainted with a broad range of strategies to put you on the path to a success story of your own. For example, you’ll learn to:




	Get funding from nontraditional markets, including money directly from investors who want to bet on your future.


	Capitalize on asymmetrical opportunities, where the risk is low and the potential reward is high.


	Turn a skill or area of knowledge you already have into a monetizable product that can diversify your income.


	Use simple AI tools to jump-start a creative process or just generate more creative work in a shorter period of time.


	Adopt a new way of thinking that can serve you long into the future as the rules evolve and new opportunities arrive.





This last skill is the most important. As you know by now, the global economy is changing all the time, at a rapid pace.


That’s okay, though. Change is constant, but if you understand what brought us to this point and how you can apply these lessons, you’ll be way ahead of most people.


To understand why this matters, let’s start with one of the core features of this era. In the world of Gonzo Capitalism, everything is for sale.









Chapter Two


Welcome to Peak Marketplace




CONCEPT: The Money Revolution brought us to a stage in modern society in which everything is for sale. Every skill, talent, hobby, or source of knowledge can be monetized. Decentralized platforms allow you to go to market immediately, without banks or other gatekeepers.





There’s nothing like massive economic shock to spark a revolution. And the shock precipitated by the pandemic was accompanied by social upheaval just as consequential. Among the most jarring indicators that things were changing, perhaps permanently, was the realization that no matter how advanced our civilization had become, a nasty virus could still show up one day and shut down much of the world.


Whether you lost loved ones, got sick yourself, or somehow escaped the whole thing, chances are you did some reflecting during this period. Everyone did.


It was around this time that millions of people began to question their workplace loyalties. There are many theories about why the Great Resignation happened when it did, but to anyone who was paying attention, it sure seemed like most of these people were quitting simply because they were fed up.


Millions more staged a similar protest in the form of “quiet quitting,” a movement that encouraged employees to keep showing up to work and collecting their paychecks but stop working so hard for their employers. Going above and beyond was so last year. Even more radical was the antiwork subculture that thrived on Reddit. This philosophy borrowed from Marxism to claim that today’s model of work, and maybe even capitalism itself, was fundamentally flawed and in need of being dismantled.


All of these movements had two things in common. The first was broad skepticism and distrust of “the system.” Corporations and their greedy executives were exploiting workers. The government, regardless of who was in charge, was ineffective. Banks were out to pillage. Wall Street, hedge funds, the revolving door of government and private industry — they were all rigged in favor of elites.


This was the rare social movement that transcended politics. Whether they watched Rachel Maddow or listened to Joe Rogan, the consumers of punditry were mad.


Populism fueled political campaigns, from Bernie Sanders to Donald Trump. Though they were ideological opposites, these elderly New Yorkers skillfully deployed an outsider, antiestablishment message to attract many of the same young and disaffected voters.


The second thing these movements had in common is where things get complicated. Many of the self-proclaimed anticapitalists were motivated by money!


Yet another meme, get the bag — that is, the bag of money — took hold. The antiworkers didn’t like the idea of their employers getting rich on the backs of their low-paid labor, but they weren’t philosophically opposed to the idea of acquiring large sums of money themselves. They were mad, sure, but that didn’t mean they wanted to live in poverty.


Podcasts were launched with millions of dollars in sponsorship. Instagram influencers hawked handbags and vape pens. More than a million people set up Shopify stores, selling anything you could imagine. At the end of the day, all those people pursuing the work-free life still had to pay their rent.


These realities coexisted, sometimes messily, always in flux.


When One Cargo Door Closes


When school was abruptly canceled in the spring of 2020, social studies teacher Rebecca Rogers went home and began an all-new career.


As the lockdowns and the long hours of virtual teaching stretched on, she found herself increasingly in need of an outlet for burnout and stress. Plus, she liked to experiment. So on a whim, Rogers decided to make an account on TikTok and post videos “making a fool” of herself. A typical video shares a story of something funny or terrible (or both) that happened that day. She also answers questions in a series called Am I the bad apple?, a gentler version of Reddit’s Am I the asshole? forum. Rogers role-plays as multiple characters, frequently splitting between teacher and student perspective, sometimes throwing in an angry parent or power-tripping principal as well.


Her preteen and teenage students were worried that she’d get canceled, but something else happened: she got famous.


And here’s where we can begin to see how hardship for some created opportunities for others.


On the heels of lockdowns came the global supply chain crisis. In Britain, a twenty-two-year-old named Jake Slinn started a business buying unopened shipping containers that were back-logged in ports worldwide, then reselling their contents.


Each one he purchased was a grab bag of surprises, like you might see on Storage Wars, only these were massive containers holding goods from all over the world. One shipment might contain raw building materials, another one cheap, mass-produced electronics. Artwork, electric scooters, vehicles, French cheese — Jake saw (and resold) it all.


When one cargo door closes, a container ship opens. The disruption in shipping enabled Jake’s business to thrive.


Another disruption that spawned a whole new ecosystem of businesses was the transition to remote work. Companies that had previously resisted allowing their employees to work from home suddenly had no choice — and after some growing pains, the transition turned out to be easier than expected.


Seemingly anything could be moved online, from religious services to therapy to music lessons to a whole host of other activities that had seemed impossible in a remote setting just a few months before. The convenience and scale that this enabled quickly paved the way for all kinds of new business opportunities.


A friend of mine started a virtual mediation group, charging $20 a month. She soon had several thousand dollars in monthly billing and a waiting list. I heard from a dog trainer who offered lessons by Zoom. Legal hearings, doctors’ visits, speed dating, you name it . . . everything was remote, or at least it could be.


How It Started, How It’s Going


Welcome to the era of “peak marketplace,” where everything you can imagine (and many things you can’t) can be bought and sold in fast-moving virtual markets.


New networks and forms of payment emerged to serve this new landscape, where anyone selling virtual dog training sessions or the contents of shipping containers could bypass credit card transaction fees and accept payments directly.


Simultaneously, many regulations and controls went out the window, eliminating the barriers to entry for anyone with an internet connection and an idea. Financial products and models that were once available only to professional traders became widely accessible (for better or worse!).


Even governments realized they could get away with selling just about anything. For a nonrefundable contribution of $150,000, the island nation of Grenada offered citizenship for sale. Not to be outdone, its neighbor Dominica invited you into the family for merely $100,000.


In the US, Yellowstone National Park offered an annual pass for $1,500. Sounds like a good deal for a frequent visitor, but there was just one small catch. The pass (appropriately named the Inheritance Pass) wouldn’t be valid for another 150 years.


That’s right, should the planet still exist in 2172 — and assuming the National Park Service is still running the show at Yellowstone — your descendants will be able to visit for free. What a deal!


At the same time, it became easier than ever to accumulate massive numbers of social media followers, monetizing them with ads and brand sponsorships. Countless microcommunities emerged, along with new ways to communicate and create that simply didn’t exist before.


Yes, people have been able to “build a social following” since the prehistoric days of MySpace. But not like now.


Rebecca Rogers, the teacher-turned-TikTok-star, amassed more than a million followers in a matter of months. Soon she was flooded with sponsor inquiries and was waking up every day to another 10,000 people tuning in. The direct payment she received for her viral videos paled in comparison to what she earned from partnerships — just like pro athletes with promo deals that vastly eclipse their large contracts to play a sport.


Compare this story to another one I told on my podcast a couple of years ago. In that earlier story, a hardworking teacher had dutifully compiled a collection of foreign-language curriculum aids that she sold online to other teachers, and she went on to make an extra $3,000 a month from her efforts — more than half of her salary from teaching. But in this new era, Rebecca Rogers could make much more than that from a single sponsored post. The difference was striking. Not only was her project far more lucrative, it operated on a different scale of engagement.


In this brave new world, everyone can be a creator, and the creators (sometimes called influencers, though they aren’t the same thing) have all the power. They aren’t afraid to use it, either. Collective action campaigns can redistribute wealth, bestow instant celebrity status, or simply wreak havoc on markets.


It’s an exciting, confusing, disorienting, and fascinating time to be alive.




Do I Look Sexy in This Electric Car?


The Naked Brand Group (or as its shareholders know it, NAKD) was originally known for its stewardship of Frederick’s of Hollywood, a down-market lingerie brand that operated stores in dying malls across America.* Once the explosion of e-commerce dealt many of these malls a final death blow, Naked Brand turned into a largely online retailer.


Buy hey, so far, so normal: A racy clothing manufacturer struggles to survive in the wake of the near extinction of shopping malls. That’s the story?


Here’s what’s less normal: buoyed by the “anything is possible” era, NAKD made a nakedly ambitious move — they decided to move into a new product line: electric cars.


That’s right, from lingerie to electric vehicles. It was as though the company’s leadership took a look around and said, “Hey guys, what’s the hottest thing right now?”


“Well, Tesla is on a tear . . .”


“Great, let’s do what they did!”


So, despite the pesky detail of electric cars having absolutely nothing to do with their existing business, NAKD then pursued a $1.3-billion merger with Cenntro Electric Group, a Chinese EV manufacturer.


Surely such an absurd move would garner nothing more than a laugh, right?


Wrong. Investors pounced, pushing the stock up more than 80 percent. The company now sells fewer fishnets and more smart cars.


In the age of Gonzo Capitalism, nothing is off-limits — even in a bare market.





What Early E-commerce Was Like


To some readers, this next section will sound like someone from the Greatest Generation recounting tales of liberating Europe during World War II. Really, though, this is what it was like. I was on the beach for the main invasion.


All of a sudden, at the turn of the century (2000!), you could sell things online to people wherever they were. EBay, Etsy, and many other marketplaces enabled people to become semiprofessional merchants. As a seller, you could literally walk into stores like Walmart or Toys”R”Us, buy items off the shelves, and then list them online for sale at much more than you paid. (I did this regularly.)


Buyers were extremely trusting or highly suspicious, and sometimes both at the same time. Some buyers thought that anything sold online surely had to be an incredible deal; others were equally convinced that everything was a scam. They demanded verification phone calls before making payment for a $10 item. They asked you to ship their order before they paid. They got mad and left bad reviews if it didn’t arrive within two days — long before Amazon made fast shipping an industry standard.


Speaking of payment, buyers sent personal checks or even cash in the mail, sometimes in foreign currency if they were outside the country. I rented a mailbox and stopped by every afternoon to pick up incoming checks and send out the latest packages. Once, a postal clerk asked if she could meet me on her lunch break. It wasn’t a date — she just wanted to learn how to start selling online.


From time to time back then, your PayPal account would get shut down for no reason that you could determine. You’d get a generic email saying your account was now closed. That was it: closed. Gone. Inaccessible. No appeal was possible, and you couldn’t reach anyone at the company to discuss it.


When that happened, you lost whatever funds were in the account — but you weren’t fully cut off from the system, which meant you could simply open a new account using the same information. No one at the company cared, or at least no one cared to check.


While selling imported coffee for a season, I proactively registered a second account to protect myself from the whims of PayPal. This account sold the same product, but I registered it using a different business name and made separate auction listings for the coffee.


I soon discovered that the second account had another benefit: I’d essentially created my own competitor, one that ultimately funneled sales to the same source.


I got a laugh one day when I’d fallen behind on customer support and a buyer messaged me to complain. “I’m going to buy from King Java instead of you,” he told me.


King Java, of course, was also me.


It was the best of times, and also the strangest — or so it seemed. Back then I thought that was the time of peak. But it turned out not to be peak at all — it was just new. The apex was still to come.


E-commerce Was Fast But Limiting


What we saw then was that these systems opened doors for many people, but not everyone.


“When it comes to selling online,” I once said, “no one cares if you’re a kid.” That was true, to a degree. But most kids running online businesses had help somewhere along the way. They couldn’t get their own credit cards or take payments from strangers without an adult somewhere vouching for them.


And it wasn’t just kids: small entrepreneurs like me weren’t really in control. We still depended on centralized platforms to let us post items for sale, and on big companies to process transactions.


To accept credit cards, for example, we had to get a merchant account from a bank. This was often a challenge, especially for internet retailers trying to explain their business model to old-school bank reps. If you made “too much money,” the bank would get suspicious and hold on to your funds. As noted, even PayPal was notoriously bad about this (and still is).


This presented the possibility of a small business owner being squeezed to the breaking point. If you’d taken in a lot of money from a sale and urgently needed it for something — to produce an event that attendees had bought tickets for, for example, or to manufacture the product they’d purchased during a presale — you were out of luck.


Banks didn’t care that you’d made sales and had customers waiting. Customers didn’t want to hear about your merchant account issues; they just wanted to get what they’d paid for.


TLDR: in this age of e-commerce, banks and centralized platforms had a lot of control. They allowed you to run your business, but they also had the power to shut you down.


Fast, Weird, and Decentralized


I’ve been part of the online business world for twenty-five years, and I’ve been writing stories about the “new economy” for almost as long. As I researched this book and talked with people, I sensed that something was different this time — but what was it, exactly? What is it about the postpandemic economy that makes it so distinct?


I finally settled on three qualities: fast, weird, and decentralized. Most of the stories you’ll read in this book fit at least one of those descriptions, and often more than one. Moreover, the qualities tend to reinforce one another. When something is fast and decentralized, for example, it tends to achieve massive early growth — and it’s also likely to be something you’ve never heard of before.


Faster than ever


The speed and scale of today’s business models are much different from the olden days, circa the early 2010s.


MrBeast, one of the most popular YouTubers of all time, earned tens of millions of dollars before his twenty-third birthday. He also once picked up 159,000 new followers in a single day. When he wanted to expand his reach further, he simply dubbed his videos into Spanish. It wasn’t long before his Spanish-language channel had grown from 300,000 viewers to 22 million, in a single year.*


Further translations into Hindi and Portuguese soon followed, as did another influx of new subscribers. (MrBeast does not actually speak any of these languages, and no one seems to care.)


In the cryptocurrency world, newly launched coins could attract huge sums of money from investors. Sometimes the investors didn’t know anything about the project! “It sounds cool” was a good-enough justification. Besides, time was of the essence. If you waited for verification or some attempt at due diligence, you might be too late.


Weirder than ever


For the better part of a century, the way workers prepared to enter and advance in the workforce was somewhat predictable. You completed a certain amount of higher education, obtaining degrees or certificates or other expensive markers of approval.


You crafted your résumé, went on lots of interviews, and amassed LinkedIn recommendations. At a certain point, some employer would invite you to join their tribe, or perhaps their multinational corporation. In exchange for a certain number of weekly hours, and some labor (presumably, but not necessarily) related to the education you’d undertaken, you’d receive the agreed-upon compensation. In the process, you’d deposit your paycheck into a few different accounts, including one for your daily expenses and one that you used to save for the future. You chose from a selection of retirement plans and dutifully tried to contribute over time. Hopefully your employer chipped in something as well.


Mostly, you crossed your fingers that it would be enough money to live on at some point in the faraway future. In the meantime, you tried to manage more immediate issues: housing, loans, and so on.


There were, of course, alternatives to both these paths. Some people opted out of traditional employment and started a business. Others invested more aggressively or didn’t invest at all. And every once in a while you’d meet someone who was making a living in a way that felt truly radical.


Again, I’ve been studying unusual businesses for a long time. In a previous book, Side Hustle, I wrote about a guy who drop-shipped live crickets to reptile owners. I once covered a story about a start-up called BirdSupplies.com, which specialized in “anti-feather plucking” products for parrots. I’ve interviewed a professional Hula-Hoop instructor, an engineer-turned-professional-snuggler, and even a guy who ate nothing but potatoes for a year — before becoming a diet and fitness coach.


It takes a lot to surprise me, in other words.


But as bizarrely creative as some of those business ventures were, even I’ve been astonished by the sheer ingenuity of all the weird stuff being bought and sold today. In the UK, a twenty-seven-year-old put his imaginary friend up for sale on eBay, saying he’d outgrown the relationship. It attracted a dozen bids.


In San Francisco, a group of entrepreneurs opened a pop-up rat café, where visitors can sip their coffee while cozying up to live, free-roaming rats. (One online commenter quipped: “I’m from Brooklyn, we don’t have to pay extra for that.”)


The list goes on and on. If weird was already the new normal back when I started writing and podcasting about side hustles, over the last few years I’ve nevertheless found plenty of examples that out-weirded the old ways.


This is by design. In the era of peak marketplace, the more novel your offerings, the more likely they are to stand out and get attention. In this crowded, noisy marketplace of goods and ideas, novelty and creativity are currency.


Or put another way: Weird sells.


Decentralized (for the first time)


In Goa, India, a financial entrepreneur launched a one-stop money management ecosystem that attracted $7 million in capital, including an investment from Mark Cuban. Inspired by a workshop he had attended a year before, its founder had taught himself coding and racked up a few months of consulting experience before sitting down to build his decentralized investing platform — which he did in his spare time, when he wasn’t attending middle school.


This financial entrepreneur — Gajesh Naik, age thirteen — may well represent the peak example of peak marketplace. There have always been smart, precocious kids who are good at computers and math. And hackers are often young. But how often does a preteenager in India pull in millions of dollars of investment capital in a matter of months?


On decentralized platforms, it’s not so much that no one cares if you’re a kid — it’s that no one even knows if you’re a kid. That’s because decentralized networks allow services to operate in a “trustless” system where everything is publicly visible — except for the identities of the wizard or wizards behind the curtain, and sometimes even the participants themselves.


The term decentralized used to refer to the darkest, most nefarious corners of the web: places like Silk Road, the marketplace that operated as a Walmart for aspiring anarchists, where all kinds of forbidden goods were available for sale. If you wanted to buy a grab bag of synthetic drugs, or maybe a grenade launcher, and have it shipped to your home by FedEx, Silk Road was the place to go.


Of course, decentralized platforms that sell nefarious products still exist. But so do countless legitimate platforms that traffic in more typical activity. In the parlance of Gonzo Capitalism, decentralized doesn’t necessarily mean “shady” — it just means “open to everyone.” It’s a principle of internet architecture, where power is distributed away from banks and other institutions and into the hands of “the community.”


At least in theory. As you’ll see, the concept is problematic and far from perfect in its current versions. Sometimes it’s more of an aspiration or ideal than a reality. Instead of being a free-to-everyone trading zone, for example, Silk Road was actually more like a commercial business run by a lone kingpin, who is now living out his years on a double life sentence in a supermax prison.


It also had some other problems that went beyond the fact that you could order heroin and flamethrowers to your door. For one thing, Bitcoin payments are “virtually untraceable” in theory, but in practice, all it takes is a single mistake somewhere in your chain of transactions for authorities to find you. After the Silk Road infrastructure was taken down, federal agents from a dozen countries went on a spree of arresting hundreds of customers who thought their anonymity was protected.


Nevertheless, the concept of power being less centralized, if not fully unleashed from a central authority, features in many of the stories you’ll read in the pages ahead.


It Sounds Strange, But It’s (Usually) Rational


The various moneymaking ideas you’ll read about in this book are truly eccentric, to the point where you might wonder how they can possibly be successful. Yet most of them are grounded in time-tested business principles. Even the products or services that may sound absurd at first usually meet a few simple requirements common to most successful markets. For example:


Supply and demand: At the University of California, Berkeley, enrollment is capped for some of the most popular classes — so an ambitious student set up a way to bid on his unwanted slots. If you want to get into a course and it’s full, why wouldn’t you use a marketplace that connects buyers and sellers?
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