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"Trading at the Speed of Light tells the story of how many of our most
important financial markets have transformed from physical trading
floors on which human beings trade face-to-face, into electronic
systems within which computer algorithms trade with each other.
Tracing the emergence of ultrafast, automated, high-frequency trading
(HFT) since the early 2000s, Donald MacKenzie draws particular
attention to the importance of what he deems the 'material political
economy' of twenty-first century finance. Fast transmission of price
data used to involve fibre-optic cables, but the strands in such cables
are made of materials (usually a specialised form of glass) which slow
light down to around two-thirds of its speed in free space. By contrast,
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microwave and other wireless signals used in HFT travel through the
atmosphere at nearly full light speed. At these nanosecond speeds, the
physical nature of information transmission and the precise spatial
location of the equipment involved become hugely important, thus
creating inevitable pinch points in the system. MacKenzie details the
ways in which these pinch points - individual frequency bands, specific
locations on the roofs of computer data centres, and particular sites for
microwave towers - are especially advantageous, making it possible for
those who control them to profit from that control. The book draws
from over 300 interviews conducted with high-frequency traders
around the world, the people who supply them with technological
systems and communication links, exchange staff and regulators, as
well as with others who function within markets that have not yet
become dominated by HFT. MacKenzie focuses most closely upon the
four main sites of international HFT - Chicago, New York, Amsterdam,
and London - and examines both the technology and the politics
underpinning modern financial markets"--


