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The “Financial” Crisis: Ten Years Later





  Arjen Kleinherenbrink and Sjoerd van Tuinen




  The crisis and its roots




  Capitalism has always had its crises. This time, the crisis began in the United States. Mesmerized by a booming housing market and high demand for mortgage-backed securities in financial markets, lenders had started issuing vast numbers of mortgages to borrowers with bad credit scores and low incomes. These subprime loans soon became the main ingredient of mortgage bundles that were traded on the open market. Such “collateralized debt obligations” (CDOs) would normally consist of diversified debt, so that defaults on high risk loans would be compensated by continued payments on reliable loans. By 2006, however, these packages were dominated by high risk subprime mortgage debt. Credit-rating agencies nonetheless kept awarding CDOs the coveted triple A status, which reinforced the belief that subprime mortgages were safe and sound investments.




  We all know what happened next. The housing market peaked, house prices started to drop, and borrowers started to default. In 2007 and 2008, the ensuing subprime crisis dragged the United States and many other countries into the Great Recession, the worst financial catastrophe since the 1930s. In the wake of this, a European debt crisis erupted in 2009. Several EU countries found themselves unable to repay their government debt and were forced to bail out their banks with taxpayer money and credit from the infamous “Troika” – the European Commission, the European Central Bank and the International Monetary Fund. It was then decided that austerity politics would offer the fastest road to recovery, a decision that many of those responsible now openly regret. At the time, however, EU member states either volunteered or were coerced to drastically reduce government spending. Public services, social safety nets and education as well as healthcare systems took the brunt of the impact in the form of massive budget cuts, privatization and defunding.




  These crises were not isolated incidents. Their size and impact notwithstanding, they are but symptoms of deeper, structural problems inherent to the neoliberal politics and economics that have been in the ascendant since the Reagan and Thatcher years. As scholars such as David Harvey and Wolfgang Streeck remind us, our current political and economic situation must be interpreted in light of a “class compromise” that ended in the 1970s.1 After the Second World War, the Western world agreed to make capitalism operate in conjunction with social democracy. There would be free markets for the pursuit of profit and accumulation of wealth, but states would intervene in those markets in the interest of keeping the social peace. Hence the emergence of the welfare state: a balancing mechanism to compensate the indifference of markets with a measure of social justice and wealth redistribution. This seemed to work for several decades, until economic growth collapsed in the 1970s.




  For Harvey, what followed was a power grab, as economic elites and ruling classes got nervous and moved to protect their own interests, thereby ushering in a renewed phase of class struggle. According to Streeck, a “golden age” of capitalism, with indefinitely increasing wealth for owners and workers alike, ended in the 1970s. The new reality was characterized by the mutually reinforcing tendencies of declining growth, mounting debt and increasing inequality. Neoliberalism emerged as a series of attempts (including experiments with inflation, public and government debts, and new financial products) to overcome these problems. Free markets were allowed to colonize and commodify increasingly large parts of our private lives, public institutions, planetary resources and of course money and credit themselves (the so-called “financialization” – or liquefaction/liquidation – of debts), based on the belief that capitalism would start delivering on its promises if only it were allowed to expand everywhere. Unsurprisingly, the result was more declining growth (save for the happy few), increasing inequality and growing debt, which turned out to be structural and not incidental features of our socio-economical arrangements.2 The recent crises, then, result in part from the continued application of a solution that in fact only exacerbates the problem.




  Yet neoliberalism is more than renewed struggle in a globalized and financialized world – the prefix neo is wholly deserved. Philip Mirowski, for example, has asked how it is possible that the very elites and institutions that caused a global financial catastrophe are not just still in power, but have even managed to consolidate their positions.3 Mirowski’s hypothesis is that many of us – particularly economists – now suffer from anxiety-inducing cognitive dissonance, which we remedy by reinterpreting the failures of capitalist doctrine as if they were confirmations of its truth. Mirowski further identifies a “neoliberal thought collective,” centered around the infamous Mont Pèlerin Society, which actively feeds the world such reinterpretations.




  A distinct feature of neoliberalism is its reengineering of the state into an instrument to actively shape citizens into individualistic entrepreneurs of the self, contra more classical approaches according to which people would “naturally” behave as self-interested utility maximizers, so that the state merely had to step back in order for free markets to flourish.4 If financial elites have learned anything, it is that states are incredibly useful tools to help their interests survive a crisis while ordinary citizens suffer. Although generally kept at bay by the powerful, states have suddenly become necessary to reestablish order and save the banks. This illustrates how under neoliberalism, crisis itself is actively wielded as a tool by corporate and financial elites.5




  What we are dealing with are therefore not just financial crises, but structural effects that concern the political systems and social fabric of entire countries. There is a bitter irony in using the term “financial crisis” in relation to 2007 and 2008, as it is precisely finance that has emerged largely unscathed and – as we will see – continues to operate as it has for decades, while the repercussions for societies and states have been enormous and irreversible. This raises a first type of question: What are the proper points of application to improve the current economic and political order? If the crisis is rooted in deep structural features of our social system, then the implementation of slightly stricter regulation here and some ethical codes of conduct there is laughable – even though this is, by and large, what the response to the Great Recession and Eurozone crisis has come down to. The problem is that there is no real alternative on the table: there is no New Deal or Keynesian strategy with sufficient political and popular support, and no actor powerful enough for its large-scale implementation.




  Populism and politics




  When the Eurozone crisis began, people were encouraged not to overthink things. The crisis was portrayed as an accident (albeit a sizable one), as something that definitely did not express systematic problems. The “lazy Greeks” simply had not paid their bills, or such was the narrative frame that conceived of national economies as isomorphic to household finances. Officials like Jeroen Dijsselbloem donned the mantle of stern bookkeepers that would swoop in to save the EU from the Greeks and the Greeks from themselves. When it turned out that Italy, Spain, Portugal and Ireland were also full of lazy Greeks, the EU started to save them as well.




  Trying to pass the crisis off as a merely arithmetical affair of collecting some overdue payments did not succeed. Instead, the crisis painfully ruptured a political and economic fault line that runs roughly between the northern and southern members of the Eurozone. Briefly put, economic growth in southern countries is mainly driven by domestic demand, whereas northern countries mainly realize growth via exports. Because of this difference, any economic measure (for example, fixing exchange rates or devaluing currency) can potentially be beneficial to the North while spelling disaster for the South, and vice versa.6 The German-led North has the upper hand in the resulting power dynamic. When the crisis hit, devaluation of the euro would likely have allowed the South to restore competitiveness, but this was not an attractive option for the North. The South was forced to implement disastrous austerity measures instead. For countries like Greece, the economic future now looks bleak because of this. Hollowed out by austerity politics and even more dependent on the EU’s “good graces,” each new crisis will see such countries rely on further credit and bailouts from the North, a situation that is ultimately highly undesirable for both regions. Unsurprisingly, scholars and politicians from across the political spectrum have started to argue that these countries might be better off without the euro, in order to escape what is essentially debt bondage on a geopolitical level.




  A second rupture that emerged with the crisis lies not between countries, but between elites and “ordinary citizens.” The raucous reawakening of populism is easily the most politically significant result of the crisis. The election of Donald Trump, Brexit and the rise of populist parties in Europe and elsewhere all signal the bankruptcy of the belief that free markets and globalization will be beneficial to all. As this illusion was shattered, center-Left parties were dealt a tremendous electoral blow. In previous decades, they had made themselves the figureheads of the idea that even ordinary workers would benefit from economic globalization, and of the notion that free-market thinking was “pragmatic” or “realistic” as opposed to “outdated” leftist ideals. After the crisis, they had to pay the price for “shaking off [their] ideological feathers,” which the Dutch Labor prime minister Wim Kok could still proudly call a “liberating experience” back in 1995.




  The new populism is partially directed against “the system.” It rails against the power and indifference of banks, multinationals, EU technocrats and corporate lobbies. It calls for an end to the ceaseless depoliticization of the public interest into the schemes of international finance. It demands a restoration of the sovereignty of nations and the dignity of citizens that has been undone or rendered impotent by distant transnational governments and the cold logic of the market. Yet the new populism does not just concern itself with bureaucratic and economic affronts. Were this the case, then it might have died down once economies started to recover. Instead, the new populism lashes out against anything associated with the intrusion of the wider world into local communities, against anything that denies people stability and sovereignty in social, economic, political and religious affairs. The new populism therefore also has it out for immigrants, feminists, Muslims and for a host of progressive ideas that it claims have facilitated economic and cultural displacement ever since the 1960s. Again, there is a bitter irony to this focus on identity and ideology instead of material causes. While it serves populism’s dire need for intellectual cachet, it does not take a genius to see that, for example, the loss of industrial jobs in Western nations and economic migration to those same countries can be traced back to the same root causes, all pertaining to globalized capitalism. Yet instead of solidarity, the prevailing response is hostility toward the “Other” who threatens what little one has left after decades of globalization.




  A recurring strand of thought in this new populism is the idea that once all sorts of “cultural problems” are fixed, economic prosperity will automatically return. In many countries, populism therefore leans toward the (identitarian) right side of the political spectrum, and it is indeed the political Right that seems to profit most from the reestablishment of mass popular outrage as a political force. Nevertheless, scholars like Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe have argued that now is also the time for a left-wing populism that incorporates various struggles against economic oppression and cultural discrimination.7 Such a populism might have a real chance in Latin America and Southern Europe, but in countries such as the UK and the US, the Left currently still seems to be too internally divided for this to occur.




  These two ruptures, one between North and South and the other between the 1 percent and the “ordinary people,” are the fault lines of a global political struggle concerning debt, dependence, identity and sovereignty. This continuing struggle cannot be neatly divided into separate economic, political and social components. This raises a second type of question. How can we once again start thinking and acting as political economists, rather than just as economists who pretend that the world is a ledger? How to restore financial security, cultural stability and political sovereignty to ordinary citizens? Is there an alternative to the Scylla of continued globalization and the Charybdis of reactionary nationalism? What of the role of states, transnational governments and the many experiments with direct democracy in all this?




  The inertia of finance




  Roughly a decade after the crisis, we see that the financial world is even stronger than before. As an article in The Economist puts it: “Anyone who fell asleep in 2006 and woke up to look at the financial markets today would have no idea there had ever been a crisis.”8 In many places, share prices are soaring, interests are low, unemployment is low and investor confidence is high. As long as one selectively ignores the regions struck hardest by the crisis and the ensuing austerity politics, everyone seems to be doing well. Except, of course, for the increasing precarization of labor, the hollowing out of pensions, and a few other things that only a spoilsport would bring up in joyous times of economic recovery.




  The financial world has regained its self-confidence and, as such, has returned to its pre-crisis modus operandi. The world is once again operating at record levels of corporate, household, government and investor debt. Subprime mortgages are still hot commodities, the only difference being that they have been rebranded “nonprime” or “complex prime” loans for borrowers with “less-than-perfect” credit. The derivatives market is also doing well, amounting to 700 trillion dollars in 2013 (which is several times the size of the world economy). Yet it is hardly any more transparent than it was before the crisis, and this, too, is highly problematic. We should recall that one of the main reasons that trading and lending froze after the fall of Lehman Brothers in 2008 was that the derivatives market was so opaque that nobody could tell which other parties were also teetering on the edge. The Trump administration, however, has chosen to partially repeal the 2010 Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act, which was designed to improve the US financial regulatory environment and shore up consumer protection. Dozens of US banks are now exempt from Dodd-Frank Act regulations.




  In Europe, banks are lending around 90 percent of their equity – less than the 95-98 percent of equity sometimes lent before the crisis, but nowhere near a more sensible scenario in which banks would hold at least 20 percent of their assets. The larger banks can still operate on the premise that once things go south, they will be bailed out because they are “too big to fail.” It seems to be a fact of modern life that the traditional association of debt with morality (as expressed by the German word Schuld) may be valid for individuals or states, but is simply nonexistent for these large institutions. Their every act must be forgiven, because they are considered vital components of our economic infrastructures. This was proven once again in 2017, when the European Central Bank and the Italian state bailed out the Banca Monte dei Paschi di Siena, the oldest bank in the world. The same infernal dilemma thus still haunts regulators: either use public funds to rescue a malperforming institution, or risk a bank run with catastrophic consequences.




  Meanwhile, financial elites have learned that global crisis, political turmoil and popular outrage barely cause them any harm. The Global Recession and Eurozone crisis have had few legal consequences for those operating at the pinnacle of financial power. Some of them may have broken a sweat during the LuxLeaks, SwissLeaks, Panama Papers and Paradise Papers publications, but by now they must have realized that shady offshore accounts and tax evasion, too, are simply accepted as yet another depressing fact of life by the general public.




  All this testifies to an incredible degree of resilience and inertia in individual financial institutions as well as the financial system as a whole (not to mention regulatory agencies and political bodies). The aftermath of the crisis proves beyond doubt that they are what philosophers used to call “practicoinert beings” and nowadays refer to as “hyperobjects”: abstract entities that loom large over everyday life, that often barely change even while their environment is in great turmoil, and that overtly and covertly make vast amounts of people maintain and even strengthen them – even if “feeding the beast” is against their own interests. All of us participate in this system, whether it be through our mortgages, savings accounts, pension funds, medical insurance or even school tuition (even “public” universities are now often eager to engage in financial speculation9). This raises a third and final type of question. If even the worst economic crisis that the world has seen in 80 years brings about no change to our economic system, and if almost everyone is actively participating in and dependent on this system, then what, exactly, are our options for the future?




  
This volume




  The main theme, the raison d’être, of this book is the observation, shared by many, that in the wake of the large-scale processes of depoliticization – financialization, juridification, bureaucratization and moralization – it is increasingly unclear what the democratic potency of the oft-called “public sphere” might be. How can public interest be represented and articulated in the face of technocratic governance, populist politics or corporate power protected by supranational regulation?




  The financialization of the global economy since the 1970s divides collective debt into increasingly asymmetrical relations between individuals, states and financial bureaucracies, leading to ever-narrower margins in which political decisions are made. We are witnessing an infinite piling of financial debts whose servicing requires ever more money, more loans, more speculation, more growth and more risk. Both at the level of the state and at the level of private households, this has led to a rapid loss of sovereignty, as well as the destruction of finite hard assets and real productivity. States become more and more dependent on market finance and securitized credit, such that the distinction between public and private debt and the relation between indebtedness and the common good tend to disappear. Socio-economic life is increasingly subject to debt bondage, as we are becoming self-entrepreneurs with study debts, mortgage debts, consumer debts and credit-ratings that compel us to keep digging and filling the debt hole ever faster. All these processes of de-democratization are themselves deeply political. How, then, can the issue of debt be reclaimed by all its stakeholders?




  Instead of a financial crisis, what seems to be at stake is a crisis of sovereignty and of what we consider to be an emancipated citizen – in other words, a social and political crisis. But even if debt is at the heart of this crisis, being both its cause and sometimes its cure, it hardly ever appears as a political issue. And even when it does, questions of political economy are quickly covered and subdued under an intricate blend of financial-economic “laws” and archaic moralizations (e.g. about Greece as the “villain” and the European Union as the “savior”). For example, where philosophers and anthropologists have long insisted on the inseparability of the financial and moral aspects of debt, contemporary public discourse does exactly the reverse. It obfuscates questions such as who controls institutions and structures and who has the power to create them or reshape them to their own ends. Instead it pairs an objective rationality (debt as fact of nature) with a subjective sentimentality (debt as guilt), redefining social reality and citizenship in terms of precarity, private property, market, and the spectacle of inequality.




  In the essays and interviews in this volume, economists and philosophers try to increase our understanding of the various questions raised here. This is especially important given that, more than a decade after the crisis, scholars, journalists and politicians alike agree that it is not a matter of if, but when the next crisis will hit. Everybody agrees that with the last crisis, we missed a “real opportunity” for systemic change. As we approach the inevitable next crisis, we have two options. The first is cynicism: to know that everybody knows that something must change, but to also know that nobody will act on that knowledge. The second involves action, and action requires that we keep increasing our understanding of the real structure of our political and economic order, that we identify the intimate relations between economic, political and social concerns, and that we explore possible alternatives to what is currently our economic future – which looks bleak except for those who are already rich.







   

  



  
1. Debts and Interests from the Perspective of the General Economy





  Émilie Bernier




  University of Ottawa




  Among the many criticisms that have been raised about the consequences of indebtedness, some have pointed out that a myriad of possible patterns for creditor-debtor relationships existed long before our forms of economic obligations were developed. Indeed, while indebtedness, both private and public or sovereign, has undeniably become one of the most pressing of contemporary problems around the world, one must recognize that the social prevalence of debt is not for that matter an exclusive feature of these neoliberal times. It can be tempting, consequently, to nourish the critical imagination with examples drawn from anthropological literature about gift economies and other such systems of symbolic and ritual exchange. In what follows, I assess the value of such political imaginations that claim some alternative notion of interest might be used to bolster resistance to the injustice concealed in current legal debt contracts. Analyzing previous arrangements of payback obligations, one realizes that they responded to incentives that are not unlike those animating contemporary structures of indebtedness, namely a social demand for tempering and controlling individual desires, lives and powers. I would argue, in fact, that there exists no notion of interest, utility or value that is not subject to the costs and consequences of such a fundamental economy of power. Hopefully, this will provide us with a better perspective from which to explore aspects of our own historical formation, and to understand the true challenge of contemporary regimes of indebtedness.




  The current credit system, indeed, is not intended to facilitate the allotment of productive investments, as we might legitimately expect. Financial companies seem much less interested in throwing funds into circulation and allowing those funds to increase the value of available goods. Rather, they appear motivated mainly by the maximizing of profits through their granting of a maximum number of loans. Such a credit frenzy might have represented nothing more than a fancy twist on modern-day profit-making had it not been so blatantly shown, in 2008, to depend on the suffering of the most vulnerable populations.




  To add insult to injury, public money was then used to bail out the banking system that had profited from such machinations. Public budgets have been starkly impacted by such rescue operations, and the consequential re-allotment of fiscal revenues made a wide range of acquired social rights all the more precarious. Thus, where neoliberal budgetary policies have been implemented, it is increasingly the burden of every member of the public to provide for his or her own education, health care and housing. Formerly “droits-créances,” as they were called in French – literally “right-debts,” or “entitlements” allowing the citizens of a state to experience the freedoms granted to them by their constitutions – these public debts have tended to become mere créances, that is to say, personal debts.




  These facts altogether justify the feeling that the current level of indebtedness is, in many ways, detrimental to social well-being. In the Eurozone and in Great Britain, austerity politics have been widely criticized, and many have pointed to the resulting mental health issues and, in some cases, even suicide.1 Since 2012, the Italian Vedove Bianche – literally, the “White Widows” – have been protesting against the fiscal obligations that, allegedly, led their husbands to take their own lives.2 Debt, in such cases, represents “a social levy whose price is life itself.”3




  Debts are a part of the neoliberal social machinery that can quite rightly be regarded as a means of incapacitation and exclusion. One might think that debts are an incidental feature of modern societies. However, there is an abundant body of literature arguing that the prevalence and importance of debts, far from merely indicating an historical anomaly and a cause of social disintegration, have always and everywhere defined the basic condition of all societies.4 Influenced by Marcel Mauss’ The Gift5 – itself an essay on the obligation to return as much as on an alleged propensity to give – French sociology has been nourished by an important discussion on non-utilitarian forms of reciprocity.6 Moreover, recent contributions to economic anthropology have argued that in the most ancient forms of society, debts represented the very basis of social ties, rather than a superimposed structure of economic domination.7 Indeed, it has been shown that debts produce and reproduce the social world as such. Reciprocal obligations, mutual provisions and ritualized expenditures are said in societies not defined by a state or a market to play key roles in conflict avoidance, mutual recognition, the sharing of social responsibilities and authority, or the granting of honors.8 As wealth and sumptuous goods went back and forth, governed by inexplicit albeit generally understood and accepted rules, the individual propensity to conquer and despoil is said to have been tamed where the maintenance of mutual debts bound every member of the community together.9




  While it may be true, in this sense, that not all use of debt is fundamentally violent and a source of social disintegration, such a caveat has invited some to suggest that there must be a threshold defining acceptable levels of indebtedness or legitimate terms for it.10 Others have argued, likewise, that if properly maintained and nourished, the mutual dependence represented by indebtedness could, from such a perspective, restore social ties and promote healthier social forms.11 According to some critiques of the debt economy, reciprocity is offered as the genuine interest rooting all social ties. Therefore, arguments have been made that it takes a very narrow understanding of “interest” to refer it exclusively to the financial incentive driving money lenders today. Hence the proposal that we reframe the conversation about economic obligations in terms of what we all owe one another, and what the few owe the many.12 I would like to engage with and challenge this proposal in order to be clearer about the extent to which we can realistically expect to tackle present-day practices of the “debt economy”13 by way of such an alternative notion of interest.




  The blind spot of the reciprocity hypotheses




  It seems that while the social structures of indebtedness may be diverse and liable to produce a variety of outcomes, all practical arrangements available to sociological inquiry share a common feature. All debt systems have the same anthropological ground, whereby debt is created out of the fear or hatred for the individual appetites that would take whatever is desired without, in return, offering just compensation.14 Imaginations of a more altruistic or mutual indebtedness do not escape this rule (perhaps even a law?), and therefore, although they intend to, they may not yield altogether different economic structures. Exemplified by gift and counter-gift exchanges, the obligation to pay back everything one dares to take tames possible antisocial desires and represents the most efficient tool for securing obedience.15 Friedrich Nietzsche, for one, reads the very process of civilization in this way. For the German philosopher, to become human means precisely to become “an animal [having] the right to make promises.” He explains that “Man himself must first of all have become calculable, regular, necessary...if he is to be able to stand security for his own future.”16 A human being is an animal that is rendered able to comply with his commitments and, so, to pay his debts. Debt tames. It tempers. It domesticates the savage drives and, in so doing, it marks the social body with the seal of “necessity, regularity, calculability.” Debt reveals the economy of force required by anthropological becoming.




  No matter what the arrangement, debt provides for a power system to ensure its own reproduction. For Georges Bataille, this is also not specific to the recent regime of accumulation. All historical forms of sovereignty, he insists, have rested on the irrational subordination of an “accursed share” or a remainder of energy that, according to the rules of an “economy on a universal scale,” must be liberated, used up or sacrificed.17 As the pivot of an historical extraction process, the present-day debt system is the sort of technology that impedes the proper discharge of such a “share,” and it is not so different from what has prevailed in previous historical formations.




  One could lament that present-day debt economies enable and perhaps refine relationships of power, but doing so does not much improve our analysis, as it mostly just reasserts the truth that domination is exerted through indebtedness and obfuscates the very motives that create debt in the first place. Instead, when looked at from the perspective of the general economy, processes of indebtedness reveal an irrational and subordinate waste. Such a waste is uneconomical. Far from indebtedness being only evidence of social decay, therefore, its particular features serve as indicators of those specific structures of interest that animate each historical formation and which can be described as “hostile to life.” Indeed, it is worth pondering whether those sketches of alternative patterns of indebtedness proposed by myriad attempts to politicize the condition of being in debt remain, hopelessly, trapped by the logic of the “restrictive economy,” wherein one can only govern the pursuit of a system’s growth and the creation of greater units of domination. In this way I hope to help reveal some of the consequences of such “limiting” ways of thinking.




  Debt as inscription




  Implying that indebtedness is an undesirable and perhaps shameful situation, Adam Smith once asked, “What can be added to a man who is in health, is out of debt and has a clear conscience?”18 Clearly, creditor-debtor relationships have, since early modern times, been characterized by a rationalized legal and judicial apparatus meant to ensure that all financial obligations are duly executed, even in cases where it seems humanly impossible to oblige. Moreover, in order to reinforce such legal apparatuses, numerous discursive and ideological constructions have depicted indebtedness as the result, exclusively, of an individual’s own moral failures. States that are unable to meet their financial obligations are looked upon as villains, and individuals who default on their debt obligations are considered to be living irresponsibly.19




  However, according to sociological and anthropological research into the gift and the economy, such moralizing about indebtedness is only a relatively recent state of affairs. Our current and very narrow financial understanding of debt does not exhaust its sociological and anthropological significance. Before it came to refer to a strictly financial relationship, debt played a key role in many religious and ethical belief systems, serving as a method of addressing conflicts and promoting social cohesion. It is only recently, in the course of modern history, that the significance of debt has been narrowed to nothing more than a financial obligation.20




  Pondering this now hegemonic narrative about indebtedness, some have come to doubt the validity of the specifically economic conceptions of credit, namely, the hypothesis derived by eighteenth-century economists about the bartering of first peoples and the primacy of acquisition-oriented activities. Marcel Mauss and Karl Polanyi, for example, have demonstrated that it is the gift and the counter-gift of symbolic objects, rather than the fair exchange of necessary goods, that represents the fundamental motivation for social interactions; in other words, that debt precedes exchange. Debt is not, as modern economists since Adam Smith have claimed, an exchange awaiting settlement. Such is the thesis of David Graeber’s Debt: the First 5000 Years, which gathers a tremendous number of examples of highly sophisticated social practices that sustain and nourish social bonds through mutual obligations.21 Thus, Graeber suggests that Adam Smith’s view is rather short-sighted. In the light of such an analysis, the social world appears as the constant circulation of goods rather than an economy based on the satisfaction of needs and the principle of equivalence.




  Ritual gift is further analyzed as the most ancient basis for negotiating contacts, initiating intercourse and sealing alliances. One gives in order to risk a relationship; while the counterpart acknowledges the gift by giving back.22 These structures have even left traces throughout Indo-European languages. According to French linguist Émile Benveniste, the Latin hostis refers to those who have exchanged such goods or honors, and who, therefore, owe each other “hospitality.”23 This mutual obligation does not make them friends or equals, though it does establish practices, develop mores and determine what honors ought to be granted to whom. Such is the purpose of indebtedness, to create distinctions and sustain patterns of authority. In other words, debt serves the purpose of marking, in the sense of circumscribing or tracing, the socius.




  Frédéric Lordon’s Spinozist form of economic anthropology confirms this hypothesis about the primacy and productivity of debt. He contends that French sociology has put too much emphasis on “giving,” whereas it is the “taking” that provoked the most serious anxieties in early social formations.24 When properly examined, the social concern for the obligation to receive what is given betrays an anguish about the antisocial and unilateral taking. In gift economies, the possibility that one might destroy the conditions for the very existence of the group is averted by the rule governing how one can only take that which has been given, and by the codes of honor imposing that one accept a gift and give in turn. Such a relationship, as Lordon has demonstrated, is a sublimation of that fundamental drive to get a hold of everything individual desires invest.25 Thus, as Pierre Bourdieu has also demonstrated, a gift always conceals the possibility of enslavement.26 In light of this analysis, to “give” begins to appear less a precondition for moral bonds than a mode of political subjection to hierarchical structures.
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