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THE AMERICAN UNIVERSITY: 

A MODEL OF THE DEBT SOCIETY

Man is no longer a man confined but a man in debt.
—Gilles Deleuze, Negotiations

This chapter takes as its starting point three state
ments by three intellectuals, the first a philosopher, 
the second an anthropologist, and the third an econo
mist. All three maintain that money, exchange, and 
the market have freed us from the servitude of 
personal relationships, of which the paradigm is 
debt. The liberal and neoliberal freedom the market 
and money produce is, they claim, the freedom 
from debt, stating that if we are free, it is because we 
are no longer and will never again be in debt.

Let us take each author in turn. We will begin 
with the economist since the economy is, it appears, 
the origin of and serves as the model for all the 
social sciences.
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^^ere  does man's economic freedom come 
from—from the freedom of the market? From the 
ability that people have to free themselves from the 
debts into which they entered with feudal powers, 
from the personal debts they owed as vassal to 
s tr a in  or as serf to lord. Debt relief, which the 
widespread use of money made possible, freed 
people from personal bonds. Debt became trans
ferable; it could circulate. This is the very essence 
of a monetary economy. Capitalism invented an 
êgalitarian system in which ever-increasing numbers 

of individuals owe nothing to anyone. The market 
is, therefore, an extraordinary system for the 
abstraction, transferability, and liquidation of debt. 1

Money frees us from the bonds of personal subor
dination because debt in the form of money makes 
relations impersonal, anonymous, and transferable. 
As we shall see, the terms “anonymous” and “trans
ferable” have played a major role in the subprime 
crisis.

Let us now hear from the anthropologist. His 
study of archaic societies has taught him  that 
historically debt precedes exchange: ,

We may ask if the whole of the enormous move
ment of the modern economy [ ... ] might not be 
the last and most radical way to eliminate the 
gods, to do away with gift-giving and debt.2
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The economy frees us therefore not only from eco
nomic debt but also from original debt, from 
primitive debt, from the “debt of life” owed to 
supernatural powers.

Finally, the philosopher concludes with an 
epiphany. He offers an apologia of the market and 
money then presents an extended definition of 
who we are. The modern individual, he says, is a 
sovereign individual, completely independent and 
freed of all bonds.

In a non-monetary society, I can only claim a 
debt from relatives or friends for whom I have 
done something for free. On the other hand, 
when I provide a commercial (thus monetary) 
service, the person who benefits is, through his or 
her payment, immediately freed of all debt to me. 
The money he or she gives indeed constitutes a 
debt but to someone perfectly anonymous and 
abstract, to whom nothing binds me in terms of 
gratitude, recognition, or debt. Relieved of any 
kind of psychological or moral burden, 
exchange—at once rational, efficient, and free— 
develops very quickly. 3

We learn to be free, then, not only in economic 
and religious terms but also in moral and psycho
logical terms. W ith all these freedoms, we have 
finally become complete individuals.
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These three intellectuals courageously advance a 
counterintuitive truth. It appears that until now 
we have been under the false impression that debt, 
far from disappearing, is omnipresent, especially 
given a l  the talk of private debt, sovereign debt, 
debt repayment, and the guilt of debtors that has 
invaded the media and has continued to influence 
our behavior over the last six years.

The production of knowledge is a financial enterprise

But before looking at the theoretical and political 
reasons that have led these thinkers to conclusions 
that everyday reality seems to contradict, I would 
like to focus for a moment on ̂ American universities, 
where two of the three men teach.

^ ^ y  the university and why in the United 
States? Because this temple for the transmission and 
production ofWestern knowledge is also a model of 
the financial institution and, with it, of the debt 
economy. There are several reasons for this. On 
the one hand, the American university is the ideal 
realization of the creditor-debtor relationship. On the 
other hand, the A m e ri^  student perfectly embodies 
the condition of the indebted man by serving as 
paradigm for the conditions of subjectivation of 
the debt economy one finds throughout society.

A recent report from the New York Federal 
Reserve on US household debt presented data on
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American student indebtedness. On March 31, 
2012, the total amount students had borrowed 
and still owed in order to finance their university 
studies reached $904 billion, $30 billion more 
than just three months earlier. The number is 
equal to over half of the public debt of Italy and 
France. For much lower debt the European Union 
and the IMF promptly tore Greece apart, a country 
now in its sixth year of recession. For comparable 
or lower sums, recession, austerity measures, 
personal sacrifice, unemployment, and poverty are 
imposed on the millions of citizens of indebted 
countries.

In the US, two-thirds of university students 
graduate in debt. Today thirty-seven milion people 
have gone into debt in order to complete their 
diploma. Students are indebted before entering the 
job market and stay indebted for life.4 The Fed 
points out that, although home loans are still the 
primary source ofhousehold indebtedness, student 
loans are not far behind, having already surpassed 
credit card debt in 2010. W ith the economic crisis 
the unemployment rate ^ o n g  university graduates 
under twenty-four years old rose to more than 
15%.5 Many young graduates struggle to find a job 
as repaying their debt becomes less and less likely.

^that better preparation for the logic of capital 
and its rules of profitability, productivity, and guilt 
than to go into debt? Isn’t education through debt,
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engraving in bodies and minds the logic of creditors, 
the ideal initiation to the rites of capital?

Creditors and debtors

American students represent the ideal of finan- 
cialized society. The social group is composed of a 
majority of debtors and a minority of rich credi
tors’ children. In the production of knowledge, 
class division no longer depends on the opposition 
between capitalists and wage-earners but on that 
between debtors and creditors. It is the model the 
capitalist elites would like to apply to all of society.

To a university public composed of the indebted 
and the children of creditors, two of the thinkers 
previously cited teach that debt is finally in the 
process of disappearing thanks to money, trade, 
and the market. This kind of pedantic blindness to 
the obvious gives us a good idea of the state of the 
social sciences, bound, as they are, to the cultural 
hegemony of neoliberal universities.

Student indebtedness exemplifies neoliberalism's 
strategy since the 1970s: the substitution of social 
rights (the right to education, health care,' retire
ment, etc.) for access to credit, in other words, for 
the right to contract debt. No more pooling of 
pensions, instead individual investment in pension 
funds; no pay raises, instead consumer credit; no 
universal insurance, individual insurance; no right
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to housing, home loans.6 The individualization 
process established through social policies has 
brought about radical changes in the welfare state. 
Education spending, left entirely to students, frees 
up resources which the state quickly transfers to 
corporations and the wealthiest households, 
notably through lower taxes. The true welfare 
recipients are no longer the poor, the unemployed, 
the sick, unmarried women, and so on, but corpo
rations and the rich.

The student debt bubble

Let us continue our tour of the factory of indebted 
students, the American university, so that we 
understand how contemporary capitalism functions.

In the US there has been talk of a student debt 
bubble comparable to that of subprimes, the risky 
mortgage loans whose collapse in 2007 plunged 
the US and the world into recession. Indeed, more 
than a third of student debt is “securitized,” that is, 
grouped together then sold to investors in the form 
of derivative products. Contrary to what our three 
intellectuals claim, it is through securitization 
that the instruments of “freedom” from debt, the 
transferability and anonymity ensured by money, 
become the cause not of the disappearance but of 
the spread and proliferation of debt. The debt 
incurred to buy homes in the US, debt turned into
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negotiable securities— the famous subprimes—was 
in fact transferred to numerous banks and financial 
institutions. These transfers wwere precisely the 
vehicle for the infection and propagation of debt. 
Anonymity7 further worsened the crisis when it 
became obvious that no one knew which blanks 
held toxic assets and how many they had.

Financialization has fully established the “secu
rity societies” characterized, according to Foucault, 
by risk and freedom (characteristics which also 
define liberalism). Although continually confronted 
with the risk of time, that is, with the unpre
dictable and uncertain future value of credit/debt, 
financial institutions do not assume the risk and 
refuse all responsibility. Irresponsibility, in other 
words, the “freedom” from responsibility, is pre
cisely what defines the behavior of financiers.

Thanks to actuarial techniques, they take risks 
of which they as quickly unburden themselves, by 
endlessly subdividing them, by making them 
anonymous, and by transferring them to other 
economic actors (a method also employed for stu
dent debt). ^When the risks undertaken are the 
source of an economic debacle (as in 2007), holders 
of “risk” transfer them, through the state, to the 
population. Finance and the state transform those 
who have taken no risks and therefore hold no 
responsibility into the responsible parties. The 
economic mechanism of crisis is always doubled
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by a subjective apparatus that reverses responsibility. 
It is hard to see why financiers, “free” to take risks 
without having to assume the consequences, 
would deprive themselves of such “freedom.”

Control, subjectivity, time

Debt constitutes a new technique of power. The 
power to control and constrain debtors does not 
come from outside, as in disciplinary societies, but 
from debtors themselves.

Students contract their debts by their own 
volition; they then quite literally become 
accountable for their lives and, to put it in the 
terms of contemporary capitalism, they become 
their own managers. Factory workers, like primary 
school students, are controlled within an enclosed 
space (the factory walls) for a limited time and by 
people who, and apparatuses, which remain exterior 
to them and are easily recognizable. To resist, they 
might rely on their own resources, on those of 
other workers, or on the solidarity between them. 
Control through debt, however, is exercised within 
an open space and an unlimited time, that is, the 
space and time of life itself. The period of repay
ment runs to twenty, sometimes thirty, years, 
during which the debtor is supposed to manage 
his life, freely and autonomously, in view of 
reimbursement.
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The question of time, of duration, is at the 
heart of debt. Not only labor time or “life time,” 
but also time as possibility, as future. Debt bridges 
the present and the future, it anticipates and pre
empts the future. Students’ debt mortgages at once 
their behavior, wages, and future income. This is 
the paradigm of liberal freedom, which is, as we 
have seen, freedom in name only. Credit produccs 
a specific form of subjectivation. Debtors are 
alone, individually responsible to the banking 
system; they can count on no solidarity except, on 
occasion, on that of their families, which in turn 
risk going into debt. Debtors interiorize power 
relations instead of externalizing and combatting 
them. They feel ashamed and guilty. The only time 
that American students began to free themselves 
from the guilt and responsibility that afflicts them 
was perhaps, fleetingly, during the Occupy Wall 
Street movement: three months of revolt and thirty 
years of payback.

Debt is the technique most adequate to the 
production of neoliberalisms homo economicus. 
Students not only consider themselves human 
capital, which they must valorize through their 
own investments (the university loans they take 
out), but they also feel compelled to act, think, and' 
behave as if they were individual businesses.8 Debt 
requires an apprenticeship in certain behavior, 
accounting rules, and organizational principles
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traditionally implemented within a corporation 
on people who have not yet gone on the job market.

The credit relation in a magnetic strip

Our visit to American universities, for which our 
guide has been financialization, brings us to a form 
of debt very widespread in the US: credit cards. In 
2008, 84% of American students had at least one 
credit card, versus only 76% in 2004. Still more 
surprising, students have on average 4.6 credit 
cards apiece. The explosion of university costs 
explains the upsurge in the number of credit cards.

The creditor-debtor relation is inscribed in 
their card’s magnetic strip. Students carry it in 
their pocket just as they carry with them their 
relationship with finance. Every purchase is a 
f i^ c ia l act mobilizing credit and debt. The credit 
card opens the door to the consumer society and, 
by soliciting, encouraging, and facilitating pur
chases, draws the consumer/debtor into the vicious 
circle of stimulation and frustration. Debt is the 
condition and the consequence of the infinitely 
repeated act of consumption:

"Whereas consumer credit was given upon explicit 
request, the ccard system automatizes credit. The 
reversal of initiative is exemplary here: with credit 
cards, the credit relation is always already in
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place; one need only use the card to activate it 
[...]. We no longer apply for credit but accept 
cards. The card payment system thus establishes 
a structure of permanent debt.9

Debt as apparatus of capture

The interest payments debt demands are an appara
tus for capturing and redistributing social wealth. 
The capture of surplus value no longer occurs solely 
through profit. In fact, the latter now represents 
only a portion of rent. In finance capitalism debt 
embodies the “vampire” Marx evoked to explain 
how capital functions. It “sucks” social surplus value 
and distributes it, severing the relationship between 
labor and income, to the exclusive advantage of ren
tiers, which includes corporations. Everyone else is 
condemned to forced labor, in other words, to pre- 
carity or unemployment. W ith cuts in social 
spending, drops in wages and income, we are all 
paying for the damage creditors have caused. Not only 
are we paying in their place but we have continued 
to make them rich during and because of the crisis.

Debt functions in the university in the same 
way it does everywhere else. W ho benefits from the 
interest students pay? First of al, the banks, who hold 
the majority of loans and set interest rates at their 
own discretion. Second, the federal government, 
because its lending rates are much higher than
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those at which it borrows money. And finally, uni
versity presidents, administrators, and professors 
(among which our intellectuals), whose salaries 
depend on the ever-growing indebtedness of their 
students who, in order to attend class, mortgage 
away their future paychecks.

I will conclude this first section with Aristotle’s 
statement that “knowledge and money have no 
common measure.” Throwing the assertion aside, 
finance has established an arbitrary as well as nor
mative and effective measure. The debt incurred 
and the terms of repayment are the price to pay to 
access science and truth which, as everyone knows, 
are disinterested.

Money and debt

I would now like to present the theoretical founda
tions that have driven our three thinkers to such 
implausible conclusions. To that end, I shall focus 
on the m onetary aspect of the question. For 
doesn’t money, ever since the US went off the gold 
standard in 1971, constitute what one calls debt? 
And, in line with what Nietzsche writes in On the 
Genealogy o f Morals, isn’t debt “infinite debt” in 
contemporary capitalism?

Our three intellectuals express a doxa widely 
shared in the social sciences, n ^ e ly  that the market, 
exchange, and money free us from debt. Let us
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note to begin with that money poses formidable 
problems for an economic science that has shown 
itself incapable of integrating debt into its theories 
of equilibrium and growth. This fact makes dubious 
their ability to explain capitalism, which obviously 
represents not only a monetary economy but above 
all a credit-debt economy.

The money to which our three intellectuals 
attribute the capacity to free us from debt is 
commodity money, money as a means of pay
ment, of measurement, and o f accumulation. This 
exchange-money, as we might also call it, is one of 
the types of money in circulation, but in our 
capitalist societies it is not the one that plays a 
strategic role. Indeed, it is not money that embodies 
the power of capital. Capitalist money is money 
capital, credit money, debt money.

Exchange-money presupposes and establishes a 
symmetric (and contractual) relationship between 
producers and those that enter into exchange, 
whereas money capital establishes an asymmetrical 
relationship of exploitation, class difference, appro
priation, and privatization. Marx said that on pieces 
of exchange-money the motto of the French 
Revolution was written—liberte, egalite, fratemite-— 
but that on money capital other words could be read: 
domination, exploitation, the power of destruction/ 
creation, debt, desire, predation, the prescription of 
other modes of production and distribution.
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Against the rationality of commodity money, 10 
which enables “doux commerce, supplants the 
violence of debt, transmits freedom, equality, and 
fraternity, rises the “irrational rationality” of 
money capital. Deleuze defines the latter in a way 
particularly suited to how the crisis has played out: 
“Capital, or money, has reached such a point of 
folly that there can only be one equivalent in 
psychiatry: what they call the terminal state.”11 
Money capital reaches this terminal state, according 
to him, in the mechanism o f the stock market, 
which “is perfectly rational [ ... ], you can under
stand it, learn how it works; capitalists know how 
to use it; it’s completely mad, it’s crazy.”12

Deleuze and Guattari remind us in Anti- 
Oedipus that there is a difference in nature between 
the two moneys, one expressed by a difference in 
power. The authors go on to say that commodity 
money in all cases remains subordinate to money 
capital; to confuse them or make them synony
mous is no less than a “cosmic swindle.”13 Worse 
still, to take only the first into account while ignor
ing the second, as our three thinkers do, is to add 
swindle to swindle.

The theory of debt ofheterodox economics

Let us leave our three thinkers confined to their 
dead-end reasoning. Let us now turn to Michel
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Aglietta and Andre Orleans school of monetary 
regulation theory, for it introduces im portant 
innovations to standard economics. Here money 
is not deduced from barter first and market 
exchange second, as in classical or neoclassical 
political economy, but rather from debt. 
Unfortunately, this major shift is immediately 
undermined by a transcendent, holistic, totalizing 
conception o f debt as a “life debt” exercising 
“collective” constraints on “individuals.” Debt 
merges with human nature, defined as a “lack of 
being,” a deficit, an incompleteness, which only 
the gods, the state, or society can remedy. As if to 
temper the audacity of defining money as debt, 
the proponents of the theory naturalize the latter 
through the concept o f primitive debt and univer
salize it by claiming that debt is an archetype 
found in all archaic societies. Debt precedes 
exchange and, if Aglietta and Orlean are to be 
believed, it is always primordial debt, original 
debt, life debt, in other words, the “recognition 
of living beings’ dependence on the powerful 
sovereigns, gods, and ancestors who granted them 
a portion of the cosmic force of which they are the 
source.”14 In exchange for the gift of vital power, 
the living are obligated to repay their debt, a 
repayment that has no end because, ultimately, 
the debt of life is an infinite debt. Debt functions 
in the same way as original sin.
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Look around you: when you hear talk of “life 
debt,” “original debt,” and so on, you are bound to 
notice that the person speaking is a priest, a politi
cian, or a psychoanalyst. The economist’s entry into 
this exclusive circle is something completely new.

For these economists of regulation, life debt has 
another, particularly appealing ^^ction: it exercises 
and justifies sovereignty over the individual. “It 
constructs sovereignty and cements the community 
in its works and days, in particular through sacri
fices, rituals, and offerings.”^  ^ ^ a t  heterodox 
economists seek is not so much the truth about 
how archaic societies function; rather, in original 
debt, in primordial debt, they seek the same holistic, 
transcendent, and restrictive debt they attribute to 
the state, to the social sphere, and to the collective 
in our societies.

The concept of life debt is presented in 
Deleuze, Guattari, and Nietzsche in a totally 
different way. It is neither a matter of nature nor 
of the universal. Original <iebt does not link indi
viduals to the community, it is not the sign of a 
primitive indebtedness transmitted at birth, of an 
inaugural debt that no one can ever repay. On the 
contrary, it is “produced” by a definite political 
situation whose genealogy and history. can be 
traced. Hierarchical, monotheistic, state societies 
institute the debt of existence, life debt, primordial 
debt, and turn i t  into infinite debt.
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For our three thinkers, just as for the regulation 
school, archaic societies produce an inexhaustible 
debt, one which cannot be repaid, whereas in 
modern capitalist societies we are able to free 
ourselves from debt through monetary reimburse
ment. Deleuze and Guattari make the opposite 
argument: archaic societies are characterized by a 
“finite and mobile debt,” while with the emergence 
of empires, states, and monotheistic religions, debt 
has become “infinite debt.”16

[T]he abolition of [small] debts or their 
accountable transformation initiates the duty of 
an interminable service to the state that subor
dinates all the primitive alliances to itself (the 
problem of debts). The infinite creditor and 
infinite credit have replaced the blocks of 
mobile and finite debts. There is always 
monotheism on the horizon of despotism: the 
debt becomes a debt of existence, a debt of exis
tence of the subj ects themselves.17

By introducing the infinite into the economy and 
production, capitalism preserves and extends the 
infinite debt of imperial state societies and the 
guilt, no less infinite, that monotheistic religions 
associate with debt. Finance capitalism has further 
intensified the process. It has placed finance and 
credit money at the heart of capitalist accumulation.
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Debt is its driving force. It makes debt a promise 
one must honor in order to contract more debt 
without ever being able to stop the headlong 
advance. This is what the crisis makes dear with 
every morning news update.

The anthropology of sacrifice

This is not Orlean and Aglietta's first “abusive” 
universalizing operation. To find a non-economic 
foundation for money, they draw on suspect 
anthropologies that aHow them to trace continuities 
between the transcendence o f the sacred, o f the 
state, of money, and o f the social sphere.

By way of Rene Girard’s anthropology and 
theory of sacrifice, they naturalize the political 
operation by which transcendence and mediation 
are constituted. Their primary genealogy of 
“money” is based on this theory of sacrifice, which 
anthropologists have never accepted due to the 
simple fact that, in its drive to universalization, it 
is quite plainly wrong. Sacrifice constitutes the 
transcendence relative to which everyone is 
indebted; it resolves the problem of “war of all 
against all” by revealing, through the sacrificial 
victim, a mediation, a transcendence (whose 
descendants are money, the state, and sovereignty), 
that pacifies the original violence that exchangers- 
producers perpetrate on one another.
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Girard’s Christian fundamentalism makes him 
confuse his desire for monotheism, centralization, 
and transcendence with the reality of most archaic 
societies. He thus turns “sacrifice” into a universal 
that is supposed to explain and encompass every
thing. His arguments betray a veritable mania for 
totalization.

There is a unity that underlies not only all 
mythologies and rituals but the whole of human 
culture, and this unity of unities depends on a 
single mechanism, continually functioning 
because perpetually misunderstood—the mecha
nism that assures the community’s spontaneous 
and unanimous outburst of opposition to the 
surrogate victim. 18

Unfortunately, sacrifice is not in the least universal. 
It is not found in all archaic societies but only in 
those that settle the problem of power relations 
through transcendence. According to Andre Leroi- 
Gourhan, sacrifice was unknown in Paleolithic 
societies, nor is there any trace o f it in hunter- 
gatherer societies. Other research confirms the 
non-universality of ritual sacrifice, giving the lie to 
Girard’s hypothesis.

The ethnological data are perfectly clear: from 
Oceania to the Americas, vast regions have never
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practiced sacrifice. Never in Australia, New 
Guinea, Melanesia, or Alaska, almost nowhere in 
Canada, nowhere in the western US, never in the 
Amazonian lowlands, from the pampas to 
Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego.19

If, among the examples Girard cites, we the
“cannibalism” of the Tupinamba Indians, the 
whole edifice of supposedly universal sacrifice 
collapses. Eduardo Viveiros de Castro has brilliantly 
shown that it is impossible to transform “Andean 
and Mesoamerican state formations, in which 
sacrifice is an essential theological-political 
mechanism,”20 into a ritual common to all societies. 
Tupi cannibalism, for example, does not belong to 
this theological-political state order. It does not 
constitute sacrifice according to the criteria 
defined by Marcel Mauss because there is no 
“recipient,” no “supernatural” forces, in short, no 
“sacred.” In Tupinamba cannibalism the sacrificial 
arrangement of “sacrifier” (the one who offers the 
sacrifice), “recipient,” and “officiant of sacrifice” 
simply does not apply.

The Amazonian shaman is both “officiant and 
vehicle of sacrifice,” for instead of sending into 
other worlds “representatives in the form of victims, 
he himself is the victim [ ... ]. We cross the threshold 
to another socioeconomic regime once the shaman 
becomes the sacrifier of others, once he becomes,
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for example, the executioner of human victims, the 
administrator of sacrifices offered by the powerful 
[ ...]. This is when we begin to see the shadow of 
the priest emerge from behind the figure of the 
shaman.”21

T he remarkable differences between Tupi 
cannibalism and the ritual of sacrifice have to do 
with two radically heterogeneous socio-cosmic 
orders, with the presence or absence of state media
tion, its priests and bureaucracy. The institution of 
sacrifice does not proceed from human nature, 
from the original violence that supposedly defines 
a l  societies, as Girard would like us to think. It is 
instead the result of an appropriative political 
operation carried out by the state, the priest, and 
the bureaucrat as well as of the immanent practices 
of the shaman. To speak of sacrifice means that the 
constitution of transcendent political formations 
has already begun. Sacrifice and transcendence are 
born together; they in no way designate a primitive 
origin but rather a political victory over other 
forms of organization and other conceptions of the 
world and the cosmos. “The institution of sacrifice 
by so-called Andean and Mesoamerican ‘high 
cultures’ would mark the state’s appropriation of 
shamanism, the end of the shaman’s cosmological 
bricolage, the beginning of the priest’s theological 
engineering.”22 We must recognize how new it is 
to see priests dressed up as economists.
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The economists of money of the regulation 
school give to holism, transcendence, and the 
collective a pre-determined positive value because 
the latter are supposed to run contrary to the indi
vidualism of the market and of homo economicus, 
whereas in fact they constitute a centralizing, 
totalizing form of power no less oppressive than 
the individualism of the market. Just as Girard 
projects his monotheistic fundamentalism onto 
societies that were not monotheistic, so heterodox 
economic theory projects, through life debt, its 
need for state-institutional mediation onto societies 
organized in such a way as to avoid such mediation.

The Genealogy o f Morals and “infinite” debt

Nietzsche and the Genealogy o f Morals are directly— 
or indirectly by way of Deleuze’s and Guattari’s 
readings— at the basis of my own work on debt.

Anthropologists pass over the Second Essay 
because they believe that it fails to correspond to 
what their discipline has identified among archaic 
societies. Take, for example, David Graeber, who 
has recently written a lengthy book on debt.23 
According to him, Nietzsche accepted Adam 
Smith’s argument that life is “exchange” and man a 
“rational being”; unlike the founder of political 
economy, Nietzsche is said to provide a picture of 
what the world would look like if interpreted in
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“commercial terms.” Basing himself on Smith's 
thesis, Nietzsche does no more than corroborate 
the theory of original debt, primordial debt, and 
life debt we have already seen at work among 
heterodox economists.

Unlike the German philosopher, Graeber 
thinks that debt is merely exchange that has yet to 
come to an end, presupposing the equality of 
parties. Equality is suspended during repayment 
but it ^  be reestablished (and with it reciprocity4) 
once the debt is paid back. The anarchist Graeber, 
in unison with our intellectuals and political 
economists, believes that debt can always be 
reimbursed. Debt is a relation occurring against a 
backdrop of fundamental equality; it can always be 
honored and, in consequence, one can always 
“expiate” the attendant fault.

Our hypothesis says exactly the opposite. In 
capitalism, and particularly in finance capitalism, 
debt is infinite, unpayable, and inexpiable, except 
through political redemption, as Benjamin might 
say, and never through monetary reimbursement. 
How have we come to such diametrically opposed 
views? Nietzsche will help us rectify matters.

We shall very briefly focus on certain concepts 
that directly resonate with our current situation. 
First of all, On the Genealogy o f Morals does not 
pretend to found an anthropology. It is an open 
polemic aimed at the exchangist, utilitarian
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(“What does utility matter!”), and contractual 
(“What do contracts matter!”) conception of political 
economy and, on the other hand, at its theory of 
value and of the “rational man” that exchange is 
supposed to produce. Graeber, by making a claim 
that would make even an undergraduate think 
twice—namely that A d ^  Smith's homo economicus 
and its corresponding rationality are the basis of 
Nietzsche’s philosophy— blithely mistakes the 
question of “value” with that of the value of the 
“market” and of political economy. Nietzschean 
man is indeed the “creature that measures values,” 
that evaluates, the “valuating animal as such,” but 
these values do not depend on the market or on 
homo economicus. It is neither the market nor homo 
economicus that creates, measures, and evaluates 
values. Values presuppose evaluations, “evaluating 
points of view,” from which their value stems. As 
for evaluations, they are ways of being and 
modes of existence.

Against political economy, which had “appro
priated” the category of “value” by deriving it from 
exchange, Nietzsche specifically opposes the future 
task of the philosopher: “the solution of the problem 
of value, the determination of the order o f rank 
among values" and “the value of this or that table of 
values,’’25 “the value of existing evaluations.” In 
order to critique economic and moral values, “the 
value o f these values themselves must first be called in
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tion of irremediable penance, the idea that it 
cannot be discharged (‘eternal punishment’).”31

The creditor-debtor relation as the relation 
between active and reactive forces, as mastery over 
time, is preserved and extended by capital in the 
form of infinite debt. W ith finance capital, capital
ism makes this relation the dominant one. In 
finance capitalism, it is impossible to pay off one’s 
debt, since capital, like money, in other words, 
credit, is by definition debt. If one makes credit 
out of money, if one makes debt the alpha and the 
omega of capital valorization, reimbursement can 
never be achieved without destroying the capitalist 
relation. The creditor-debtor relation can never be 
settled because it assures both political domination 
and economic exploitation. To honor one’s debts 
means escaping the creditor-debtor relation and 
this would mean exiting capitalism altogether. One 
can honor one’s debts, but if one honors all of one’s 
debts there is no longer any asymmetry, any power 
differential, no stronger or weaker forces— no 
more capital. Definitive repayment is, logically, the 
death of capitalism, for credit/debt embodies the 
class differential.

Because credit is the engine of social produc
tion, it must be systematically repaid and yet 
immediately and necessarily renewed, ad infinitum. 
Capitalism does not free us from debt, it chains us 
to it. It is not by bending to the injunctions of debt

88 I  Governing by Debt



reimbursement that we will free ourselves. It is not 
through an act of repayment but through a political 
act, a refusal, that we will break the relation of 
domination of debt.

In conclusion, contrary to an opinion everyone 
from anarchists to neoliberals seems to share, the 
debt of today’s capitalism is unpayable, unreim- 
bursable, and infinite. The function of credit is 
expressed still more precisely in the literary, rather 
than economic, terms of Kafka. They apply par
ticularly well to our condition as debtors, for, like 
Joseph K., we are a l  presumed guilty even if we 
have done nothing wrong. The form contemporary 
debt takes resembles at once an “apparent settle
ment” (we go from one debt to another, take out 
credit and repay it, and so on) and an “unlimited 
postponement”32 in w h i^  one is continually 
indebted and the debt is never (and must never be) 
honored. Credit has not been given in order to be 
reimbursed but rather to be in continual flux.

This is not just the American consumer’s situa
tion; it is everyone’s. Sovereign debt varies constantly 
while the “spread” informs us of the range of its 
fluctuations in real time. Variations in public debt 
in turn drive variations in wages, income, and 
social services, although always in the same direc
tion—downward. Likewise, debt causes continual 
variations in taxes, but, likewise, always in the 
same direction— upward.
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The debt reimbursement imposed on Europeans 
is therefore a political weapon employed to intenfy 
and fulfill the neoliberal project: everyone knows 
that in both quantitative terms (excessively high 
amounts of debt) and qualitative terms (in finance 
capitalism debt is infinite) debt cannot be paid off. 
We must face up to this state of affairs and change 
it; we must change the sense of the unpayable by 
quite simply not paying.

I ^  often criticized for painting an overly 
bleak picture of the situation. To conclude as I 
began, I would like to respond with Deleuze’s 
remark that “There is no need to fear or hope, but 
only to look for new weapons.”33
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