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stuff to consider
while reading

What is debt? Who do we owe all this money to? What 
happens if we don’t pay it back? How do the feelings of 
shame and guilt connected to debt manifest themselves in 
your everyday lives?  How is a history of debt connected 
to a history of patriarchy? Who benefits?  What can we 
learn from understanding a variety of ways of handling a 
‘brideprice’ in different historical moments and cultures? 
How are notions of ‘credit’ tied to notions of femininity? 
What are other ways of measuring the trustworthiness 
of a stranger that do not rely on the credit system? 



C h a pte r S ix 

G A M ES WITH  S EX A N D  D EATH 

WHEN WE RET U RN to an examination of conventional economic 
history, one thing that j umps out is how much has been made to dis
appear. Reducing al l  human life to exchange means not only shunting 
aside all other forms of economic experience (hierarchy, communism) , 
but also ensuring that the vast majority of the human race who are 
not adult males, and therefore whose day-to-day existence is  relatively 
difficult to reduce to a matter of swapping things in such a way as to 
seek mutual advantage, melt away into the background. 

As a result, we end up with a sanitized view of the way actual 
business is  conducted . The tidy world of shops and malls is the quintes
sential middle-class environment, but at either the top or the bottom of 
the system, the world of financiers or of gangsters , deals are often made 
in ways not so completely different from ways that the Gunwinggu or 
Nambikwara make them-at least in that sex, drugs, music, extrava
gant displays of food, and the potential for violence do often play parts . 

Consider the case of Neil Bush (George W. ' s  brother) who, during 
divorce proceedings with his wife, admitted to multiple infidelities with 
women who, he claimed, would mysteriously appear at his hotel-room 
door after important business meetings in Thailand and Hong Kong. 

"You have to admit it's pretty remarkable, " remarked one of 
his wife's attorneys, "for a man to go to a hotel-room door 
and open it and have a woman standing there and have sex 
with her. " 

"It was very unusual , " Bush replied, admitting however that 
this had happened to him on numerous occasions. 

"Were they prostitutes ?" 
"I don't know. " ' 

In fact, such things seem almost par for the course when really big 
money comes into play. 
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In this light, the economists' insistence that economic life begins 
with barter, the innocent exchange of arrows for teepee frames, with 
no one in a position to rape, humiliate, or torture anyone else, and that 
it continues in this way, is touchingly utopian . 

As a result, though, the histories we tell are full  of blank spaces, 
and the women in them seem to appear out of nowhere, without ex
planation, much like the Thai women who appeared at Bush's  door. 
Recall the passage cited in Chapter Three, from numismatist Philip 
Grierson, about money in the barbarian law codes: 

Compensation in the Welsh laws is reckoned primarily in cattle 
and in the Irish ones in cattle or bondmaids (cumal) , with con
siderable use of precious metals in both . In the Germanic codes 
it is mainly in precious metal . . .  2 

How is it possible to read this passage without immediately stop
ping at the end of the first line? "Bondmaids" ?  Doesn't that mean 
"slaves ?"  (It does . )  In ancient Ireland, female slaves were so plentiful  
and important that they came to function as currency. How did that 
happen ? And if we are trying to understand the origins of money, 
here, isn't the fact that people are using one another as currency at all 
interesting or significant?3 Yet none of the sources on money remark 
much on it. It would seem that by the time of the law codes, slave girls 
were not actually traded, but j ust used as units of account. Sti l l ,  they 
must have been traded at some point. Who were they ? How were they 
enslaved ? Were they captured in war, sold by their parents, or reduced 
to slavery through debt? Were they a major trade item ? The answer 
to all  these questions would seem to be yes, but it's hard to say more 
because the history remains largely unwritten.4 

Or let's return to the parable of the ungrateful servant. "Since he 
was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his 
children and all  that he had be sold to repay the debt . "  How did that 
happen ? Note that we're not even speaking of debt service here (he is  
already his creditor's servant) , but outright slavery . How did a man's 
wife and children come to be considered no different than his sheep 
and crockery-as property to be liquidated on the occasion of default? 
Was it normal for a man in first-century Palestine to be able to sel l  his 
wife ?  (It wasn'tY If he didn 't own her, why was someone else allowed 
to sell her if he couldn't pay his debts ? 

The same could be asked of the story in Nehemiah. It's hard not 
to empathize with the distress of a father watching his daughter taken 
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off by strangers . On the other hand, one might also ask: Why weren 't 
they taking him ? The daughter hadn't borrowed any money . 

It's not as if it is ordinary for fathers in traditional societies to be 
able to sell their children . This is a practice with a very specific his
tory : it appears in the great agrarian civilizations, from Sumer to Rome 
to China , right around the time when we also start to see evidence 
of money, markets, and interest-bearing loans; later, more gradually, 
it also appears in those surrounding hinterlands that supplied those 
civilizations with slaves.6 What's more, if we examine the historical 
evidence, there seems good reason to believe that the very obsession 
with patriarchal honor that so defines "tradition" in the Middle East 
and Mediterranean world itself arose alongside the father's power to 
alienate his children-as a reaction to what were seen as the moral per
ils of the market. All of this is treated as somehow outside the bounds 
of economic history . 

Excluding al l  this is deceptive not only because it excludes the main 
purposes to which money was actually put in the past, but because it 
doesn't give us a clear vision of the present. After all, who were those 
Thai women who so mysteriously appeared at Neil Bush's hotel door ? 
Almost certainly, they were children of indebted parents . Likely as not, 
they were contractual debt peons themselves.' 

Focusing on the sex industry would be deceptive, though . Then as 
now, most women in debt bondage spend the vast majority of their 
time sewing, preparing soups, and scouring latrines.  Even in the Bible, 
the admonition in the Ten Commandments not to "covet thy neighbor's 
wife" clearly referred not to lust in one's heart (adultery had already 
been covered in commandment number seven ) ,  but to the prospect 
of taking her as a debt-peon-in other words, as a servant to sweep 
one's  yard and hang out the laundry. x  In most such matters, sexual 
exploitation was at best incidental (usually il legal,  sometimes practiced 
anyway, symbolically important. )  Again, once we remove some of our 
usual blinders, we can see that matters have changed far less, over the 
course of the last five thousand years or so, than we really like to think. 

I I I I I 

These blinders are all the more ironic when one looks at the anthro
pological literature on what used to be called "primitive money"
that is ,  the sort one encounters in places where there are no states or 
markets-whether Iroquois wampum, African cloth money, or Solo
mon Island feather money, and discovers that such money is used 
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almost exclusively for the kinds of transactions that economists don't 
like to have to talk about. 

In fact, the term "primitive money" is deceptive for this very rea
son, since it suggests that we are dealing with a crude version of the 
kind of currencies we use today. But this is  precisely what we don't 
find. Often, such currencies are never used to buy and sell anything 
at al l . 9  Instead, they are used to create, maintain, and otherwise reor
ganize relations between people:  to arrange marriages, establish the 
paternity of children, head off feuds, console mourners at funerals,  seek 
forgiveness in the case of crimes, negotiate treaties, acquire followers
almost anything but trade in yams, shovels, pigs, or j ewelry . 

Often, these currencies were extremely important, so much so that 
social l ife itself might be said to revolve around getting and disposing 
of the stuff. Clearly, though, they mark a totally different conception 
of what money, or indeed an economy, is actually about. I 've decided 
therefore to refer to them as "social currencies , "  and the economies 
that employ them as "human economies . "  By this I mean not that these 
societies are necessarily in any way more humane (some are quite hu
mane; others extraordinarily bruta l ) ,  but only that they are economic 
systems primarily concerned not with the accumulation of wealth, but 
with the creation, destruction, and rearranging of human beings.  

Historically, commercial economies-market economies , as we 
now like to call them-are a relative newcomer. For most of human 
history, human economies predominated . To even begin to write a 
genuine history of debt, then, we have to start by asking: What sort of 
debts, what sort of credits and debits, do people accumulate in human 
economies ? And what happens when human economies begin to give 
away to or are taken over by commercial ones ? This is another way of 
asking the question, "How do mere obligations turn into debts ?"-but 
it means not j ust asking the question in the abstract, but examining the 
historical record to try to reconstruct what actually did happen . 

This is what I will do over the course of the next two chapters. 
First I will look at the role of money in human economies, then de
scribe what can happen when human economies are suddenly incorpo
rated into the economic orbits of larger, commercial  ones. The African 
slave trade will serve as a particularly catastrophic case in point. Then, 
in the next chapter, I will  return to the first emergence of commercial 
economies in early civilizations of Europe and the Middle East. 
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M o n ey a s  I n a d eq u ate S u bst i tute 

The most interesting theory of the origin o f  money is the one recent
ly put forward by a French economist-turned-anthropologist named 
Philippe Rospabe. While his work is  largely unknown in the English
speaking world, it 's quite ingenious, and it bears directly on our prob
lem. Rospabe's argument is that "primitive money" was not originally 
a way to pay debts of any sort.  It's a way of recognizing the existence 
of debts that cannot possibly be paid. His argument is  worth consider
ing in detai l .  

In most human economies, money is used first and foremost to 
arrange marriages . The simplest and probably most common way of 
doing this was by being presented as what used to be called "bride
price" : a suitor's family would deliver a certain number of dog teeth, 
or cowries, or brass rings, or whatever is  the local social currency, to 
a woman's family, and they would present their daughter as his bride. 
It 's easy to see why this might be interpreted as buying a women, and 
many colonial officials in Africa and Oceania in the early part of the 
twentieth century did indeed come to that conclusion. The practice 
caused something of a scandal, and by 1926, the League of Nations was 
debating banning the practice as a form of slavery. Anthropologists 
objected. Really, they explained, this was nothing like the purchase of, 
say, an ox-let alone a pair of sandals.  After al l ,  if you buy an ox, you 
don't have any responsibilities to the ox. What you are really buying 
is the right to dispose of the ox in any way that pleases you. Marriage 
is entirely different, since a husband will normally have j ust as many 
responsibilities toward his wife as his wife will have toward him. It's a 
way of rearranging relations between people. Second of al l ,  if you were 
really buying a wife, you'd be able to sell her. Finally, the real signifi
cance of the payment concerns the status of the woman's children : if 
he's buying anything, it's the right to call her offspring his own. 10 

The anthropologists ended up winning the argument, and "bride
price" was dutifully redubbed "bridewealth . "  But they never really an
swered the question : What is actually happening here ? When a Fij ian 
suitor's family presents a whale tooth to ask for a woman's hand in 
marriage, is  this an advance payment for the services the woman will 
provide in cultivating her future husband's gardens?  Or is he purchas
ing the future fertil ity of her womb?  Or is  this a pure formality, the 
equivalent of the dollar that has to change hands in order to seal a con
tract ? According to Rospabe, it's none of these. The whale tooth, how
ever valuable, is not a form of payment. It is really an acknowledgment 
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that one is asking for something so uniquely valuable that ' payment of 
any sort would be impossible. The only appropriate payment for the 
gift of a woman is the gift of another woman; in the meantime, all one 
can do is to acknowledge the outstanding debt. 

I I I I I 

There are places where suitors say this quite explicitly. Consider the 
Tiv of Central Nigeria ,  who we have already met briefly in the last 
chapter. Most of our information on the Tiv comes from mid-century, 
when they were still under British colonial rule . 1 1  Everyone at that time 
insisted that a proper marriage should take the form of an exchange 
of sisters . One man gives his sister in marriage to another, that man 
marries the sister of his newfound brother-in-law. This is the perfect 
marriage because the only thing one can really give in exchange for a 
woman is another woman,. 

Obviously, even if every family had exactly equal numbers of 
brothers and sisters, things couldn't always work this neatly. Say I 
marry your sister but you don't want to marry mine (because, say, 
you don't like her, or because she's only five years old) . In that case, 
you become her "guardian," which means you can claim the right to 
dispose of her in marriage to someone else--for instance, someone 
whose sister you actually do wish to marry. This system quickly grew 
into a complex system in which most important men became guard
ians of numerous "wards,"  often scattered over wide areas;  they would 
swap and trade them and in the process accumulate numerous wives 
for themselves, while less-fortunate men were only able to marry late 
in life, or not at al l . 12 

There was one other expedient. The Tiv at that time used bundles 
of brass rods as their most prestigious form of currency . Brass rods 
were only held by men, and never used to buy things in markets (mar
kets were dominated by women ) ;  instead, they were exchanged only 
for things that men considered of higher importance : cattle, horses, 
ivory, ritual titles, medical treatment, magical charms. It was possible, 
as one Tiv ethnographer, Akiga Sai ,  explains,  to acquire a wife with 
brass rods, but it required quite a lot of them. You would need to give 
two or three bundles of them to her parents to establish yourself as  a 
suitor; then , when you did finally make off with her (such marriages 
were always first framed as elopements) ,  another few bundles to as
suage her mother when she showed up angrily demanding to know 
what was going on. This would normally be followed by five more 
to get her guardian to at least temporarily accept the situation, and 
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more still to her parents when she gave birth, if you were to have any 
chance of their accepting your claims to be the father of her children . 
That might get her parents off your back, but you'd have to pay off the 
guardian forever, because you could never really use money to acquire 
the rights to a woman. Everyone knew that the only thing you can 
legitimately give in exchange for a woman is another woman. In this 
case, everyone has to abide by the pretext that a woman will  someday 
be forthcoming. In the meantime, as one ethnographer succinctly puts 
it, " the debt can never be fully paid. " 13 

According to Rospabe, the Tiv are j ust making explicit the un
derlying logic of bridewealth everywhere. The suitor presenting bride
wealth is  never paying for a woman, or even for the rights to claim her 
children . That would imply that brass rods, or whale's teeth, cowrie 
shells, or even cattle are somehow the equivalent of a human being, 
which by the logic of a human economy is obviously absurd. Only a 
human could ever be considered equivalent to another human. All  the 
more so since, in the case of marriage, we are speaking of something 
even more valuable than one human life :  we are speaking of a human 
life that also has the capacity to generate new lives. 

Certainly, many of those who pay bridewealth are, like the Tiv, 
quite explicit about al l  this.  Bridewealth money is presented not to 
settle a debt, but as a kind of acknowledgment that there exists a 
debt that cannot be settled by means of money. Often the two sides 
will maintain at least the polite fiction that there will, someday, be a 
recompense in kind: that the suitor's  clan will  eventually provide one 
of its own women, perhaps even that very woman's daughter or grand
daughter, to marry a man of the wife's natal clan. Or maybe there will 
be some arrangement about the disposition of her children; perhaps her 
clan will  get to keep one for itself. The possibilities are endless .  

I I I I I 

Money, then, begins,  as Rospabe himself puts it, "as a substitute for 
life . '* One might call it the recognition of a life-debt. This, in turn, ex
plains why it's invariably the exact same kind of money that's used to 
arrange marriages that is  also used to pay wergeld (or "bloodwealth" 
as it's sometimes also called) : money presented to the family of a mur
der victim so as to prevent or resolve a blood-feud. Here the sources 
are even more explicit. On the one hand, one presents whale teeth or 
brass rods because the murderer's kin recognize they owe a life to the 
victim's family. On the other, whale teeth or brass rods are in no sense, 
and can never be, compensation for the loss of a murdered relative. 
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Certainly no one presenting such compensation would ever be foolish 
enough to suggest that any amount of money could possibly be the 
"equivalent" to the value of someone's father, sister, or child . 

So here again, money is first and foremost an acknowledgment that 
one owes something much more valuable than money . 

In the case of a blood-feud, both parties will  also be aware that 
even a revenge kil l ing, while at least it conforms to the principle of a 
life for a life, won't really compensate for the victim's grief and pain 
either. This knowledge allows for some possibility of settling the mat
ter without violence. But even here, there is often a feeling that, as in 
the case of marriage, the real solution to the problem is simply being 
temporarily postponed. 

An il lustration might be helpful .  Among the Nuer, there is a special  
c lass  of priestly figures who specialize in mediating feuds, referred to in 
the literature as " leopard-skin chiefs . "  If one man murders another, he 
will immediately seek out one of their homesteads, since such a home
stead is treated as an inviolate sanctuary: even the dead man's family, 
who will be honor-bound to avenge the murder, will know that they 
cannot enter it, lest terrible consequences ensue. According to Evans
Pritchard's  classic account, the chief will  immediately start trying to 
negotiate a settlement between the murderer and victim's families, a 
delicate business, because the victim's family will  always first refuse: 

The chief first finds out what cattle the slayer's people possess 
and what they are prepared to pay in compensation . . . .  He 
then visits the dead man's people and asks them to accept cattle 
for the life. They usually refuse, for it is a point of honor to be 
obstinate, but their refusal does not mean that they are unwill
ing to accept compensation . The chief knows this and insists 
on their acceptance, even threatening to curse them if they do 
not give way . . .  15 

More-distant kin weigh in, reminding everyone of their responsi
bility to the larger community, of all the trouble that an outstanding 
feud will cause to innocent relatives, and after a great show of holding 
out, insisting that it is insulting to suggest that any number of cattle 
could possibly substitute for the life of a son or brother, they will usu
ally grudgingly accept. 1 6  In fact, even once the matter has technically 
been settled, it really hasn't-it usually takes years to assemble the 
cattle, and even once they have been paid,  the two sides wil l  avoid 
each other, "especial ly at dances, for in the excitement they engender, 
merely bumping into a man whose kinsman has been slain may cause 
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a fight to break out, because the' offense is never forgiven and the score 
must finally be paid with a life . " 17 

So it 's much the same as with bridewealth . Money does not wipe 
out the debt. One life can only be paid for with another. At best those 
paying bloodwealth, by admitting the existence of the debt and insist
ing that they wish they could pay it, even though they know this is 
impossible, can a llow the matter to be placed permanently on hold. 

Halfway around the world, one finds Lewis Henry Morgan de
scribing the elaborate mechanisms set up by the Six Nations of the 
Iroquois to avoid precisely this state of affairs.  In the event one man 
kil led another, 

Immediately on the comm1sswn of a murder, the affair was 
taken up by the tribes to which the parties belonged, and stren
uous efforts were made to effect a reconciliation, lest private 
retaliation should lead to disastrous consequences . 

The first council ascertained whether the offender was will
ing to confess his crime, and to make atonement. If he was, 
the council  immediately sent a belt of white wampum, in his 
name, to the other council ,  which contained a message to that 
effect. The latter then endeavored to pacify the family of the 
deceased, to quiet their excitement, and to induce them to ac
cept the wampum as condonation . 1 8 

Much as in the case of the Nuer, there were complicated schedules 
of exactly how many fathoms of wampum were paid over, depending 
on the status of the victim and the nature of the crime. As with the 
Nuer, too, everyone insisted that this was not payment. The value of 
the wampum in no sense represented the value of the dead man's life:  

The present of white wampum was not in the nature of a 
compensation for the life of the deceased, but of a regretful 
confession of the crime, with a petition for forgiveness. It was a 
peace-offering, the acceptance of which was pressed by mutual 
friends . . .  19 

Actually, in many cases there was also some way to manipulate 
the system to turn payments meant to assuage one's rage and grief into 
ways of creating a new life that would in some sense substitute for the 
one that was lost. Among the Nuer, forty cattle were set as the stan
dard fee for bloodwealth . But it was also the standard rate of bride
wealth . The logic was this :  if a man had been murdered before he was 
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able to marry and produce offspring, it's only natural that his spmt 
would be angry. He had been, effectively, robbed of his eternity. The 
best solution would be to use the cattle paid in settlement to acquire 
what was called a "ghost-wife" :  a woman who would then be formally 
married to the dead man.  In practice, she was usually paired off with 
one of the victim's brothers, but this was not particularly important; 
it didn't really matter too much who impregnated her, since he would 
be in no sense the father of her children . Her children would be con
sidered the children of the victim's  ghost-and as a result, any boys 
among them were seen as having been born with a particular commit
ment to someday avenge his death .20 

This latter is unusual .  But Nuer appear to have been unusually 
stubborn about feuds .  Rospabe provides examples from other parts of 
the world that are even more telling. Among North African Bedouins, 
for instance, it sometimes happened that the only way to settle a feud 
was for the killer's family to turn over a daughter, who would then 
marry the victim's next of kin-his brother, say. If  she bore him a male 
child, the boy was given the same name as his dead uncle and consid
ered to be, at least in the broadest sense, a substitute for him.2 1  The 
Iroquois, who traced descent in the female line, did not trade women 
in this fashion . However, they had another, more direct approach. If a 
man died-even of natural causes-his wife's  relatives might "put his 
name upon the mat, " sending off belts of wampum to commission a 
war party, which would then raid an enemy vil lage to secure a captive. 
The captive could either be killed, or, if the clan matrons were in a 
benevolent mood (one could never tell ;  the grief of mourning is tricky) ,  
adopted : this was signified b y  throwing a belt o f  wampum around his 
shoulders, whereon he would be given the name of the deceased and 
be considered, from that moment on, married to the victim's wife, the 
owner of his personal possessions, and in every way, effectively, the 
exact same person as the dead man used to be.22 

All  of this merely serves to underline Rospabe's basic point, which 
is that money can be seen, in human economies, as first and foremost 
the acknowledgment of the existence of a debt that cannot be paid. 

In a way, it's all  very reminiscent of primordial-debt theory: money 
emerges from the recognition of an absolute debt to that which has 
given you life .  The difference is that instead of imagining such debts 
as between an individual and society, or perhaps the cosmos, here they 
are imagined as a kind of network of dyadic relations:  almost everyone 
in such societies was in a relation of absolute debt to someone else. It's 
not that we owe " society . "  If there is any notion of "society" here--and 
it's not clear that there is-society is our debts . 
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all  know, are almost invariably obsessed with honor) . Hence the war
rior's ethos, where almost anything that could possibly be seen as a 
sign of disrespect-in inappropriate word, an inappropriate glance--is 
considered a challenge, or can be treated as such.  Yet even where overt 
violence has largely been put out of the picture, wherever honor Is at 
issue, it comes with a sense that dignity can be lost, and therefore must 
be constantly defended. 

The result is that to this day, "honor" has two contradictory mean
ings. On the one hand, we can speak of honor as simple integrity. 
Decent people honor their commitments . This is  clearly what "honor" 
meant for Equiano: to be an honorable man meant to be one who 
speaks the truth, obeys the law, keeps his promises, is  fair and con
scientious in his commercial dealings . 13 His problem was that honor 
simultaneously meant something else, which had everything to do with 
the kind of violence required to reduce human beings to commodities 
to begin with. 

The reader might be asking: But what does al l  this have to do with 
the origins of money ? The answer is ,  surprisingly: everything. Some of 
the most genuinely archaic forms of money we know about appear to 
have been used precisely as measures of honor and degradation: that is ,  
the value of money was, ultimately, the value of the power to turn oth
ers into money.  The curious puzzle of the cumal-the slave-girl money 
of medieval Ireland-would appear to be a dramatic i l lustration . 

H o n o r  P r i ce  ( Ea r l y  M ed i eva l I re l a n d )  

For much of its early history, Ireland's situation was not very different 
than that in many of the African societies we looked at in the end of 
the last chapter. It was a human economy perched uncomfortably on 
the fringe of an expanding commercial one. What's more, at certain 
periods there was a very lively slave trade. As one historian put it, 
"Ireland has no mineral wealth, and foreign luxury goods could be 
bought by Irish kings mainly for two export goods, cattle and peo
ple. " 14 Hardly surprising, perhaps, that cattle and people were the two 
major denominations of the currency. Sti l l , - by the time our earliest re
cords kick in, around 6ooAD , the slave trade appears to have died off, 
and slavery itself was a waning institution, coming under severe disap
proval from the ChurchY Why, then , were cumal still being used as 
units of account, to tally up debts that were actually paid out in cows, 
and in cups and brooches and other obj ects made of silver, or, in the 
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case of minor transactions,  sacks of wheat or oats ? And there's an even 
more obvious question : Why women ? There were plenty of male slaves 
in early Ireland, yet no one seems ever to have used them as money. 

Most of what we know about the economy of early Medieval 
Ireland comes from legal sources-a series of law codes, drawn up by 
a powerful class of jurists, dating roughly from the seventh to ninth 
centuries A D .  These, however, are exceptionally rich.  Ireland at that 
time was still very much a human economy. It was also a very rural 
one: people lived in scattered homesteads, not unlike the Tiv, growing 
wheat and tending cattle. The closest there were to towns were a few 
concentrations around monasteries. There appears to have been a near 
total absence of markets, except for a few on the coast-presumably, 
mainly slave or cattle markets-frequented by foreign ships . 1 6 

As a result, money was employed almost exclusively for social 
purposes : gifts; fees to craftsmen, doctors, poets, j udges, and entertain
ers; various feudal payments ( lords gave gifts of cattle to clients who 
then had to regularly supply them with food) . The authors of the law 
codes didn't even know how to put a price on most goods of ordinary 
use--pitchers, pillows, chisels, slabs of bacon, and the like; no one 
seems ever to have paid money for them . 17 Food was shared in families 
or delivered to feudal superiors, who laid it out in sumptuous feasts 
for friends, rivals, and retainers. Anyone needing a tool or furniture or 
clothing either went to a kinsman with the relevant craft skills or paid 
someone to make it .  The objects themselves were not for sale. Kings, 
in turn, assigned tasks to different clans: this one was to provide them 
with leather, this one poets, this one shields . . .  precisely the sort of un
wieldy arrangement that markets were later developed to get around. 1 8  

Money could be loaned. There was  a highly complex system of  
pledges and sureties to  guarantee that debtors delivered what they 
owed . Mainly, though, it was used for paying fines. These fines are 
endlessly and meticulously elaborated in the codes, but what really 
strikes the contemporary observer is that they were carefully graded by 
rank. This is true of almost all  the "Barbarian Law Codes"-the size 
of the penalties usually has at least as much do with the status of the 
victim as it does with the nature of the injury-but only in Ireland were 
things mapped out quite so systematically. 

The key to the system was a notion of honor: literally "face . " 1 9  
One's honor was  the esteem one  had  in the eyes of others, one's hon
esty, integrity, and character, but also one's power, in the sense of the 
abil ity to protect oneself, and one's family and followers, from any 
sort of degradation or insult. Those who had the highest degree of 
honor were literally sacred beings : their persons and possessions were 
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sacrosanct. What was so unusual about Celtic systems-and the Irish 
one went further with this than any other-was that honor could be 
precisely quantified. Every free person had his or her "honor price" :  the 
price that one had to pay for an insult to the person's dignity. These 
varied. The honor price of a king, for instance, was seven cumal, or 
seven slave girls-this  was the standard honor price for any sacred be
ing, the same as a bishop or master poet. Since (as al l  sources hasten to 
point out) slave girls were not normally paid as such, this would mean, 
in the case of an insult to such a person's dignity, one would have to 
pay twenty-one milk cows or twenty-one ounces of si lver.20 The honor 
price of a wealthy peasant was two and a half cows, of a minor lord, 
that, plus half a cow additionally for each of his free dependents-and 
since a lord, to remain a lord, had to have at least five of these, that 
brought him up to at least five cows total .2 1  

Honor price is not to be confused with wergeld-the actual price 
of a man or woman's l ife. If  one killed a man, one paid goods to the 
value of seven cumals, in recompense for killing him, to which one 
then added his honor price, for having offended against his dignity (by 
kill ing him) . Interestingly, only in the case of a king are the blood price 
and his honor price the same. 

There were also payments for injury: if one wounds a man's cheek, 
one pays his honor price plus the price of the injury. (A blow to the 
face was, for obvious reasons, particularly egregious . )  The problem 
was how to calculate the inj ury, since this varied according to both 
the physical damage and status of the inj ured party. Here, Irish j urists 
developed the ingenious expedient of measuring different wounds with 
different varieties of grain : a cut on the king's cheek was measured in 
grains of wheat, on that of a substantia l  farmer in oats,  on that of a 
smallholder merely in peas. One cow was paid for each.U Similarly, 
if one stole, say, a man's brooch or pig, one had to pay back three 
brooches or three pigs-plus his honor price, for having violated the 
sanctity of his homestead. Attacking a peasant under the protection of 
a lord was the same as raping a man's wife or daughter, a violation 
of the honor not of the victim,  but of the man who should have been 
able to protect them. 

Finally, one had to pay the honor price if one simply insulted 
someone of any importance: say, by turning the person away at a feast, 
inventing a particularly embarrassing nickname (at least, if it caught 
on) ,  or humiliating the person through the use of satire.23 Mockery 
was a refined art in Medieval Ireland, and poets were considered close 
to magicians: it was said that a talented satirist could rhyme rats to 
death, or at the very least, raise blisters on the faces of victims.  Any 
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man publicly mocked would have no choice but to defend his honor; 
and, in Medieval Ireland, the value of that honor was precisely defined. 

I should note that while twenty-one cows might not seem like 
much when we are dealing with kings, Ireland at the time had about 
150 kings.24 Most had only a couple of thousand subjects, though there 
were also higher-ranking, provincial kings for whom the honor price 
was double.25 What's more, since the legal system was completely sepa
rate from the political one, jurists, in theory, had the right the demote 
anyone-including a king-who had committed a dishonorable act. If 
a nobleman turned a worthy man away from his door or feast, shel
tered a fugitive, or ate steak from an obviously stolen cow, or even if 
he allowed himself to be satirized and did not take the offending poet 
to court, his price could be lowered to that of a commoner. But the 
same was true of a king who ran away in battle, or abused his powers, 
or even was caught working in the fields or otherwise engaging in tasks 
beneath his dignity . A king who did something utterly outrageous
murdered one of his own relatives, for example-might end up with no 
honor price at al l ,  which meant not that people could say anything they 
liked about the king, without fear of recompense, but that he couldn't 
stand as surety or witness in court, as one's oath and standing in law 
was also determined by one's honor price. This didn't happen often,  
but it did happen, and legal wisdom made sure to remind people of i t :  
the l ist ,  contained in one famous legal text, of the "seven kings who 
lost their honor price," was meant to ensure that everyone remembered 
that no matter how sacred and powerful, anyone could fall .  

What's unusual about the Irish material is that it's a l l  spelled out 
so clearly. This is partly because Irish law codes were the work of a 
class of legal specialists who seem to have turned the whole thing al
most into a form of entertainment, devoting endless hours to coming 
up with every possible abstract possibility. Some of the provisos are so 
whimsical ("if stung by another man's bee, one must calculate the ex
tent of the inj ury, but also, if one swatted it in the process, subtract the 
replacement value of the bee" )  that one has to assume they were simply 
j okes. Still, as a result, the moral logic that lies behind any elaborate 
code of honor is laid out here in startling honesty . What about women ? 
A free woman was honored at precisely so percent of the price of her 
nearest male relative (her father, if alive; if not, her husband ) .  If she 
was dishonored, her price was payable to that relative. Unless, that 
is,  she was an independent landholder. In that case, her honor price 
was the same as that of a man. And unless she was a woman of easy 
virtue, in which case it was zero, since she had no honor to outrage. 
What about marriage ? A suitor paid the value of the wife's honor to 
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her father and thus became its guardian.  What about serfs ? The same 
principle applied : when a lord acquired a serf, he bought out that 
man's honor price, presenting him with its equivalent in cows. From 
that moment on, if anyone insulted or injured the serf, it was seen an 
attack on the lord 's  honor, and it was up to the lord to collect the at
tendant fees.  Meanwhile the lord 's  honor price was notched upward 
as a result of gathering another dependent: in other words,  he literally 
absorbs his new vassal's honor into his own .26 

All this, in turn, makes it possible to understand both something 
of the nature of honor, and why slave girls were kept as units for 
reckoning debts of honor even at a time when-owing no doubt to 
church influence-they no longer actually changed hands. At first sight 
it might seem strange that the honor of a nobleman or king should be 
measured in slaves, since slaves were human beings whose honor was 
zero. But if one's honor is ultimately founded on one's abil ity to extract 
the honor of others, it makes perfect sense. The value of a slave is that 
of the honor that has been extracted from them. 

Sometimes, one comes on a single haphazard detail that gives the 
game away. In this case it comes not from Ireland but from the Di
metian Code in Wales, written somewhat later but operating on much 
the same principles. At one point, after listing the honors due to the 
seven holy sees of the Kingdom of Dyfed,  whose bishops and abbots 
were the most exalted and sacred creatures in the kingdom, the text 
specifies that 

Whoever draws blood from an abbot of any one of those prin
cipal seats before mentioned, let him pay seven pounds; and a 
female of his kindred to be a washerwoman, as a disgrace to 
the kindred, and to serve as a memorial to the payment of the 
honor priceY 

A washerwoman was the lowest of servants, and the one turned 
over in this case was to serve for life.  She was, in effect, reduced to 
slavery. Her permanent disgrace was the restoration of the abbot's 
honor. While we cannot know if some similar institution once lay be
hind the habit of reckoning the honor of Irish "sacred" beings in slave
women, the principle is clearly the same. Honor is a zero-sum game. A 
man's  abil ity to protect the women of his family is an essential part of 
that honor. Therefore, forcing him to surrender a woman of his family 
to perform menial and degrading chores in another's  household is the 
ultimate blow to his honor. This, in turn, makes it the ultimate reaf
firmation of the honor of he who takes it away. 
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I I I I I 

What makes Medieval Irish laws seem so peculiar from our perspective 
is that their exponents had not the slightest discomfort with putting 
an exact monetary price on human dignity. For us, the notion that the 
sanctity of a priest or the majesty of a king could be held equivalent to 
a million fried eggs or a hundred thousand haircuts is simply bizarre. 
These are precisely the things that ought to be considered beyond all 
possibility of quantification . If Medieval Irish jurists felt otherwise, 
it was because people at that time did not use money to buy eggs or 
haircuts .28 It was the fact that it was sti l l  a human economy, in which 
money was used for social purposes, that it was possible to create such 
an intricate system whereby it was possible not j ust to measure but to 
add and subtract specific quantities of human dignity-and in doing so, 
provide us with a unique window into the true nature of honor itself. 

The obvious question is: What happens to such an economy when 
people do begin to use the same money used to measure dignity to 
buy eggs and haircuts ? As the history of ancient Mesopotamia and 
the Mediterranean world reveals, the result was a profound-and 
enduring-moral crisis. 

M es o p ota m i a  (Th e O r i g i n s  of Patr i a rchy )  

I n  ancient Greek, the word for "honor" was tfme. I n  Homer's time, the 
term appears to have been used much like the Irish term " honor price" :  
i t  referred both t o  the glory o f  the warrior and the compensation paid 
as damages in case of inj ury or insult. Yet with the rise of markets 
over the next several centuries, the meaning of the word tfme began to 
change. On the one hand, it became the word for "price"-as in, the 
price of something one buys in the market. On the other, it referred to 
an attitude of complete contempt for markets . 

Actually, this is still the case today:  

In Greece the word "timi" means honor, which has  been typi

cally seen as the most important value in Greek village society . 

Honor is often characterized in Greece as an open-handed gen

erosity and blatant disregard for monetary costs and counting. 

And yet the same word also means "price" as in the price of a 

pound of tomatoes .29 
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The word "crisis" literally refers to a crossroads: it is the point 
where things could go either of two different ways. The odd thing 
about the crisis in the concept of honor is that it never seems to have 
been resolved . Is honor the will ingness to pay one's monetary debts ? 
Or is it the fact that one does not feel that monetary debts are really 
that important? It appears to be both at the same time. 

There's also the question of what men of honor actually do think is  
important. When most of us think of a Mediterranean vil lager's sense 
of honor, we don't think so much of a casual attitude toward money 
as of a veritable obsession with premarital virginity. Masculine honor 
is caught up not even so much in a man's abil ity to protect his wom
enfolk as in his ability to protect their sexual reputations, to respond 
to any suggestion of impropriety on the part of his mother, wife,  sister, 
or daughter as  if it were a direct physical attack on his own person.  
This is a stereotype, but it's not entirely unj ustified. One historian 
who went through fifty years of police reports about knife-fights in 
nineteenth-century Ionia discovered that virtually every one of them 
began when one party publicly suggested that the other's wife or sister 
was a whore.30 

So, why the sudden obsession with sexual propriety ? It doesn't 
seem to be there in the Welsh or Irish materia l .  There, the greatest 
humiliation was to see your sister or daughter reduced to scrubbing 
someone else's laundry. What is  it, then, about the rise of money and 
markets that cause so many men to become so uneasy about sex ?3 1 

This is a difficult question, but at the very least, one can imagine 
how the transition from a human economy to a commercial one might 
cause certain moral dilemmas. What happens, for instance, when the 
same money once used to arrange marriages and settle affairs of honor 
can also be used to pay for the services of prostitutes ? 

As we'll  see, there is reason to believe that it is in such moral 
crises that we can find the origin not only of our current conceptions 
of honor, but of patriarchy itself. This is true, at least, if we define 
"patriarchy" in its more specific Biblical sense: the rule of fathers, with 
all  the familiar images of stern bearded men in robes, keeping a close 
eye over their sequestered wives and daughters, even as their children 
kept a close eye over their flocks and herds,  familiar from the book 
of Genesis.32 Readers of the Bible had always assumed that there was 
something primordial in al l  this; that this was simply the way desert 
people, and thus the earliest inhabitants of the Near East, had always 
behaved . This was why the translation of Sumerian, in the first half of 
the twentieth century, came as something of a shock. 
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I n  the very earliest Sumerian texts, particularly those from roughly 
3000 to 2500 Be, women are everywhere. Early histories not only re
cord the names of numerous female rulers, but make clear that women 
were well represented among the ranks of doctors, merchants, scribes, 
and public officials, and generally free to take part in al l  aspects of 
public life .  One cannot speak of ful l  gender equality: men still outnum
bered women in al l  these areas .  Still ,  one gets the sense of a society 
not so different than that which prevails in much of the developed 
world today. Over the course of the next thousand years or so, all this 
changes . The place of women in civic life erodes; gradually, the more 
familiar patriarchal pattern takes shape, with its emphasis on chastity 
and premarital virginity, a weakening and eventually wholesale disap
pearance of women's  role in government and the l iberal professions, 
and the loss of women's  independent legal status, which renders them 
wards of their husbands. By the end of the Bronze Age, around noo BC, 
we begin to see large numbers of women sequestered away in harems 
and (in some places , at least) , subj ected to obligatory veiling. 

In fact, this appears to reflect a much broader worldwide pattern . 
It has always been something of a scandal for those who like to see 
the advance of science and technology, the accumulation of learning, 
economic growth-"human progress," as we like to call it-as neces
sarily leading to greater human freedom, that for women, the exact 
opposite often seems to be the case. Or at least, has been the case until 
very recent times. A similar gradual restriction on women's  freedoms 
can be observed in India and China. The question is ,  obviously, Why ? 
The standard explanation in the Sumerian case has been the gradual 
infiltration of pastoralists from the surrounding deserts who, presum
ably, always had more patriarchal mores. There was, after al l ,  only a 
narrow strip of land along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers that could 
support intensive irrigation works, and hence, urban life. Civilization 
was thus from early times surrounded by a fringe of desert people, who 
lived much like those described in Genesis and spoke the same Semitic 
languages . It is  undeniably true that, over the course of time, the Su
merian language was gradually replaced-first by Akkadian, then by 
Amorite, then by Aramaic languages, and finally, most recently of al l ,  
by Arabic, which was also brought to Mesopotamia and the Levant by 
desert pastoralists. While al l  this did, clearly, bring with it  profound 
cultural changes as well, it 's not a particularly satisfying explanation .33 
Former nomads appear to have been willing to adapt to urban life in 
any number of other ways. Why not that one ? And it's very much a 
local explanation and does nothing, really, to explain the broader pat
tern . Feminist scholarship has instead tended to emphasize the growing 
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scale and social importance of war, and the increasing centralization 
of the state that accompanied it.34 This is more convincing. Certainly, 
the more militaristic the state, the harsher its laws tended to be toward 
women . But I would add another, complementary argument. As I have 
emphasized, historically, war, states, and markets al l  tend to feed off 
one another. Conquest leads to taxes. Taxes tend to be ways to create 
markets, which are convenient for soldiers and administrators.  In the 
specific case of Mesopotamia, all  of this took on a complicated relation 
to an explosion of debt that threatened to turn all human relations
and by extension, women's bodies-into potential commodities. At the 
same time, it created a horrified reaction on the part of the (male) win
ners of the economic game, who over time felt forced to go to greater 
and greater lengths to make clear that their women could in no sense 
be bought or sold. 

A glance at the existing material 
.
on Mesopotamian marriage gives 

us a clue as to how this might have happened. 
It is  common anthropological wisdom that bridewealth tends to 

be typical of situations where population is relatively thin, land not a 
particularly scarce resource, and therefore, politics are al l  about con
trolling labor. Where population is dense and land at a premium, one 
tends to instead find dowry : adding a woman to the household is add
ing another mouth to feed, and rather than being paid off, a bride's 
father is expected to contribute something ( land, wealth, money . . .  ) 
to help support his daughter in her new home.35 In Sumerian times, for 
instance, the main payment at marriage was a huge gift of food paid by 
the groom's father to the bride's ,  destined to provide a sumptuous feast 
for the wedding.36 Before long, however, this seems to have split into 
two payments, one for the wedding, another to the woman's father, 
calculated-and often paid-in silver.37 Wealthy women sometimes ap
pear to have ended up with the money: at least, many appear to have 
to worn silver arm and leg rings of identical denominations. 

However as time went on, this payment, called the terhatum, often 
began to take on the qualities of a simple purchase. It was referred 
to as "the price of a virgin"-not a mere metaphor, since the i llegal 
deflowering of a virgin was considered a property crime against her 
father.38 Marriage was referred to as "taking possession" of a woman, 
the same word one would use for the seizure of goods .39 In principle, 
a wife, once possessed, owed her husbands strict obedience, and often 
could not seek a divorce even in cases of physical abuse. 

For women with wealthy or powerful parents, all  this remained 
largely a matter of principle, modified considerably in practice. Mer
chants' daughters, for example, typically received substantial cash 
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dowries, with which they could go into business in their own right, 
or act as partners to their husbands. However, for the poor-that is, 
most people-marriage came more and more to resemble a simple cash 
transaction . 

Some of this must have been an effect of slavery : while actual 
slaves were rarely numerous, the very existence of a class of people 
with no kin, who were simply commodities, did make a difference. In 
Nuzi, for instance, " the brideprice was paid in domestic animals and 
silver amounting to a total value of 40 shekels of silver" '-to which the 
author drily adds, "there is some evidence that it was equal to the price 
of a slave girl . "40 This must have been making things uncomfortably 
obvious. It 's in Nuzi, too, where we happen to have unusually detailed 
records,  that we find examples of rich men paying cut-rate "brideprice" 
to impoverished families to acquire a daughter who they would then 
adopt, but who would in fact be either kept as a concubine or nurse
maid, or married to one of their slaves.41 

Sti l l ,  the really critical factor here was debt. As I pointed out in the 
last chapter, anthropologists have long emphasized that paying bride
wealth i s  not the same as buying a wife .  After al l-and this was one 
of the clinching arguments, remember, in the original 1930s League of 
Nations debate-if a man were really buying a woman, wouldn 't he 
also be able to sell her ? Clearly African and Melanesian husbands were 
not able to sell their wives to some third party. At most, they could 
send them home and demand back their bridewealth.42 

A Mesopotamian husband couldn't sell his wife either. Or, nor
mally he couldn't. Still, everything changed the moment he took out a 
loan. Since if he did, it was perfectly legal-as we've seen-to use his 
wife and children as surety, and if he was unable to pay, they could 
then be taken away as debt pawns in exactly the same way that he 
could lose his slaves, sheep, and goats.  What this also meant was that 
honor and credit became, effectively, the same thing: at least for a 
poor man, one's creditworthiness was precisely one's command over 
one's household , and (the flip side, as it were) relations of domestic 
authority, relations that in principle meant ones of care and protection, 
became property rights that could indeed be bought and sold. 

Again, for the poor, this meant that family members became com
modities that could be rented or sold. Not only could one dispose of 
daughters as " brides" to work in rich men's  households, tablets in Nuzi 
show that one could now hire out family members simply by taking 
out a loan:  there are recorded cases of men sending their sons or even 
wives as  "pawns" for loans that were clearly j ust advance payment for 
employment in the lender's farm or cloth workshop .43 
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The most dramatic and enduring crisis centered on prostitution. 
It's actually not entirely clear, from the earliest sources, whether one 
can speak here of "prostitution" at al l .  Sumerian temples do often ap
pear to have hosted a variety of sexual activities. Some priestesses, for 
instance, were considered to be married to or otherwise dedicated to 
gods.  What this meant in practice seems to have varied considerably.  
Much as in the case of the later devadasis, or "temple dancers" of 
Hindu India, some remained celibate; others were permitted to marry 
but were not to bear children; others were apparently expected to find 
wealthy patrons, becoming in effect courtesans to the elite. Still oth
ers lived in the temples and had the responsibility to make themselves 
sexually available to worshippers on certain ritual occasions.44 One 
thing the early texts do make clear is that al l  such women were con
sidered extraordinarily important. In a very real sense, they were the 
ultimate embodiments of civilization .  After al l ,  the entire machinery of 
the Sumerian economy ostensibly existed to support the temples, which 
were considered the households of the gods. As such, they represented 
the ultimate possible refinement in everything from music and dance to 
art, cuisine, and graciousness of living. Temple priestesses and spouses 
of the gods were the highest human incarnations of this perfect life. 

It 's also important to emphasize that Sumerian men do not appear, 
at least in this earliest period, to have seen anything troubling about 
the idea of their sisters having sex for money. To the contrary, insofar 
as prostitution did occur (and remember, it could not have been nearly 
so impersonal, cold-cash a relation in a credit economy) , Sumerian 
religious texts identify it as among the fundamental features of human 
civilization, a gift given by the gods at the dawn of time. Procreative 
sex was considered natural (after all, animals did it) . Non-procreative 
sex, sex for pleasure, was divine.45 

The most famous expression of this identification of prostitute 
and civilization can be found in the story of Enkidu in the epic of Gil
gamesh.  In the beginning of the story, Enkidu is  a monster-a naked 
and ferocious "wild man" who grazes with the gazelles, drinks at the 
watering place with wild cattle, and terrorizes the people of the city. 
Unable to defeat him, the citizens finally send out a courtesan who is 
also a priestess of the goddess Ishtar. She strips before him, and they 
make love for six days and seven nights . Afterward, Enkidu's former 
animal companions run away from him.  After she explains that he has 
now learned wisdom and become like a God (she is,  after all, a divine 
consort) , he agrees to put on clothing and come to live in the city like 
a proper, civilized hu.man being.46 
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Already, in the earliest version of the Enkidu story, though, one 
can detect a certain ambivalence. Much later, Enkidu is sentenced to 
death by the gods, and his immediate reaction is to condemn the cour
tesan for having brought him from the wilds in the first place: he curses 
her to become a common streetwalker or tavern keeper, living among 
vomiting drunks, abused and beaten by her clients. Then, later, he re
grets his behavior and blesses her instead. But that trace of ambivalence 
was there from the beginning, and over time, it grew more powerful .  
From early times, Sumerian and Babylonian temple complexes were 
surrounded by far less glamorous providers of sexual services-indeed, 
by the time we know much about them, they were the center of veri
table red-light districts full  of taverns with dancing girls, men in drag 
(some of them slaves, some runaways ) ,  and an almost infinite variety of 
prostitutes.  There is  an endlessly elaborate terminology whose subtle
ties are long since lost to us.  Most seem to have doubled as entertain
ers : tavern-keepers doubled as musicians; male transvestites were not 
only singers and dancers, but often performed knife-throwing acts . 
Many were slaves put to work by their masters, or women working 
off religious vows or debts, or debt bondswomen, or, for that matter, 
women escaping debt bondage with no place else to go. Over time, 
many of the lower-ranking temple women were either bought as slaves 
or debt peons as wel l ,  and there might have often been a blurring of 
roles between priestesses who performed erotic rituals and prostitutes 
owned by the temple (and hence, in principle, by the god ) ,  sometimes 
lodged within the temple compound itself, whose earnings added to 
the temple treasuries .47 Since most everyday transactions in Mesopo
tamia were not cash transactions, once has to assume that it was the 
same with prostitutes-like the tavern-keepers, many of whom seem to 
have been former prostitutes, they developed ongoing credit relations 
with their clients-and this must have meant that most were less like 
what we think of as streetwalkers and more like courtesans.48 Sti l l ,  
the origins of commercial  prostitution appear to have been caught up 
in a peculiar mixture of sacred (or once-sacred) practice, commerce, 
slavery, and debt. 

I I I I I 

"Patriarchy" originated , first and foremost, in a rej ection of the great 
urban civilizations in the name of a kind of purity, a reassertion of pa
ternal control against great cities l ike Uruk, Lagash, and Babylon, seen 
as places of bureaucrats, traders, and whores . The pastoral fringes, 
the deserts and steppes away from the river valleys, were the places 
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to which displaced, indebted farmers fled. Resistance, in the ancient 
Middle East, was always less a politics of rebellion than a politics of 
exodus, of melting away with one's flocks and families-often before 
both were taken away .49 There were always tribal peoples living on the 
fringes . During good times, they began to take to the cities; in hard 
times, their numbers swelled with refugees-farmers who effectively 
became Enkidu once again.  Then, periodically, they would create their 
own alliances and sweep back into the cities once again as conquerors. 
It 's difficult to say precisely how they imagined their situation, because 
it's only in the Old Testament, written on the other side of the Fertile 
Crescent, that one has any record of the pastoral rebels' points of view. 
But nothing there mitigates against the suggestion that the extraordi
nary emphasis we find there on the absolute authority of fathers, and 
the jealous protection of their fickle womenfolk, were made possible 
by, but at the same time a protest against, this very commoditization 
of people in the cities that they fled . 

The world's Holy Books-the Old and New Testaments, the Ko
ran, religious literature from the Middle Ages to this day-echo this 
voice of rebellion, combining contempt for the corrupt urban life, sus
picion of the merchant, and often, intense misogyny . One need only 
think of the image of Babylon itself, which has become permanently 
lodged in the collective imagination as not only the cradle of civiliza
tion, but also the Place of Whores. Herodotus echoed popular Greek 
fantasies when he claimed that every Babylonian maiden was obl iged 
to prostitute herself at the temple, so as to raise the money for her 
dowry.50 In the New Testament, Saint Peter often referred to Rome 
as "Babylon, "  and the Book of Revelation provides perhaps the most 
vivid image of what he meant by this when it speaks of Babylon, " the 
great whore,"  sitting " upon a scarlet colored beast, full  of names of 
blasphemy" :  

17=4 And the woman was arrayed i n  purple and scarlet color, 
and decked with gold and precious stones and pearls, having a 
golden cup in her hand full of abominations and filthiness of 
her fornication: 

ITS And upon her forehead was a name written, M Y S T E R Y ,  

B A B Y L O N  T H E  G R E A T ,  T H E  M O T H E R  O F  H A R L O T S  A N D  A B O M 

I N A T I O N S  O F  T H E  E A R T H .5 1  

Such is the voice of patriarchal hatred of the city, and of the angry 
millennia] voices of the fathers of the ancient poor. 
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Patriarchy as we know it seems to have taken shape in a see-sawing 
battle between the newfound elites and newly dispossessed . Much of 
my own analysis here is inspired by the brilliant work of feminist his
torian Gerda Lerner, who, in an essay on the origins of prostitution, 
observed : 

Another source for commercial prostitution was the pauper
ization of farmers and their increasing dependence on loans 
in order to survive periods of famine, which led to debt slav
ery. Children of both sexes were given up for debt pledges or 
sold f�r "adoption." Out of such practices, the prostitution of 
female family members for the benefit of the head of the fam
ily could readily develop. Women might end up as prostitutes 
because their parents had to sell them into slavery or because 
their impoverished husbands might so use them. Or they might 
become self-employed as a last alternative to enslavement. 
With luck, they might in this profession be upwardly mobile 
through becoming concubines . 

By the middle of the second millennium B.C. ,  prostitution 
was well established as a likely occupation for the daughters of 
the poor. As the sexual regulation of women of the propertied 
class became more firmly entrenched, the virginity of respect
able daughters became a financial asset for the family. Thus, 
commercial prostitution came to be seen as a social necessity 
for meeting the sexual needs of men. What remained problem
atic was how to distinguish clearly and permanently between 
respectable and non-respectable women. 

This last point is crucial .  The most dramatic known attempt to 
solve the problem, Lerner observes, can be found in a Middle Assyrian 
law code dating from somewhere between 1400 and rroo BC, which is 
also the first known reference to veiling in the history of the Middle 
East-and also, Lerner emphasizes , first to make the policing of social 
boundaries the responsibility of the state.52 It is not surprising that this 
takes place under the authority of perhaps the most notoriously milita
ristic state in the entire ancient Middle East. 

The code carefully distinguishes among five classes of women. Re
spectable women (either married ladies or concubines) , widows, and 
daughters of free Assyrian men-" must veil themselves" when they go 
out on the street. Prostitutes and slaves (and prostitutes are now con
sidered to include unmarried temple servants as well as simple harlots) 
are not allowed to wear veils .  The remarkable thing about the laws is 
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that the punishments specified in the code are not directed at respect
able women who do not wear veils, but against prostitutes and slaves 
who do. The prostitute was to be publicly beaten fifty times with staves 
and have pitch poured on her head; the slave girl was to have her ears 
cut off. Free men proven to have knowingly abetted an impostor would 
also be thrashed and put to a month's  forced labor. 

Presumably in the case of respectable women, the law was assumed 
to be self-enforcing: as what respectable woman would wish to go out 
on the street in the guise of a prostitute ? 

When we refer to "respectable" women, then , we are referring to 
those whose bodies could not, under any conditions, be bought or sold. 
Their physical persons were hidden away and permanently relegated 
to some man's domestic sphere; when they appeared in public veiled, 
they were effectively still ostentatiously walking around, even in public, 
inside such a sphere.53 Women who could be exchanged for money, on 
the other hand, must be instantly recognizable as such. 

The Assyrian law code is one isolated instance; veils certainly did 
not become obligatory everywhere after 1300 BC. But it provides a win
dow on developments that were happening, however unevenly, even 
spasmodically, across the region, propelled by the intersection of com
merce, class, defiant assertions of male honor, and the constant threat 
of the defection of the poor. States seem to have played a complex dual 
role, simultaneously fostering commoditization and intervening to ame
l iorate its effects : enforcing the laws of debt and rights of fathers, and 
offering periodic amnesties . But the dynamic also led, over the course 
of millennia, to a systematic demotion of sexuality itself from a divine 
gift and embodiment of civilized refinement to one of its more familiar 
associations :  with degradation, corruption, and guilt .  

I I I I I 

Here I think we have the explanation for that general decline of wom
en's freedoms that may be observed in all  the great urban civilizations 
for so much of their history. In all  of them, similar things were hap
pening, even if in each case, the pieces came together in different ways. 

The history of China, for instance, saw continual and largely un
successful government campaigns to eradicate both brideprice and debt 
slavery, and periodic scandals over the existence of "markets in daugh
ters ,"  including the outright sale of girls as daughters, wives, concu
bines, or prostitutes (at the buyer's discretion) continue to this day .54 
In India, the caste system allowed what were otherwise differences 
between rich and poor to be made formal and explicit. Brahmins and 
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other members of the upper castes jealously sequestered their daugh
ters, and married them off with lavish dowries, while the lower castes 
practiced brideprice, allowing members of the higher ( " twice-born" )  
castes t o  scoff a t  them for selling their daughters. The twice-born were 
likewise largely protected from falling into debt bondage, while for 
much of the rural poor, debt dependency was institutionalized, with 
the daughters of poor debtors, predictably, often dispatched to brothels 
or to the kitchens or laundries of the rich .55 In either case, between the 
push of commoditization, which fell disproportionally on daughters, 
and the pull of those trying to reassert patriarchal rights to "pro
tect" women from any suggestion that they might be commoditized, 
women's formal and practical freedoms appear to have been gradually 
but increasingly restricted and effaced . As a result, notions of honor 
changed too, becoming a kind of protest against the implications of the 
market, even as at the same time ( l ike the world religions) they came 
to echo that market logic in endless subtle ways. 

Nowhere, however, are our sources as rich and detailed as they 
are for ancient Greece. This is  partly because a commercial economy 
arrived there so late, almost three thousand years later than in Sumer. 
As a result, Classical Greek literature gives us a unique opportunity to 
observe the transformation as it was actually taking p lace. 

A n c i e nt G reece  ( H o n o r  a n d  D e bt )  

The world o f  the Homeric epics is  one dominated b y  heroic warriors 
who are disdainful of trade. In many ways, it is strikingly reminiscent 
of medieval Ireland. Money existed, but it was not used to buy any
thing; important men lived their lives in pursuit of honor, which took 
material form in followers and treasure. Treasures were given as gifts, 
awarded as prizes, carried off as loot.56 This is  no doubt how tfme first 
came to mean both "honor" and "price"-in such a world, no one 
sensed any sort of contradiction between the two.57 

All this was to change dramatically when commercial markets be
gan to develop two hundred years later. Greek coinage seem to have 
been first used mainly to pay soldiers, as well as to pay fines and fees 
and payments made to and by the government, but by about 6oo BC, 
j ust about every Greek city-state was producing its own coins as a 
mark of civic independence. It did not take long, though, before coins 
were in common use in everyday transactions . By the fifth century, in 





Worth is relative to numbers.  A digital code 
calculating the exact percentile of potential.  
Spinning symbols on a scale, digits in a 
gradebook, the amount  of zeros on the green 
in your pocket.  All weaving a scoreboard, your 
exact numerical value.  Numbers, the perfect 
facade for perfection.  A theory, a nothing, 
weighing ourselves against nothingness, the 
scales rise, grades drop, wallets empty.  I, 
you, me, all, we are nothing.  Skipping meals, 
devouring notes, dedicating time to a flawed 
formula.  Shedding water weight through 
onto bleeding ink.  I, you, me, all, we watch 
people kill themselves trying to be worthy of 
deserving a numerical perfection.  Feeling too 
weighed by flaws  to see through our bloody 
calculations.  Numbers in pockets, in wallets, 
in accounts, trading in reason for something 
of far lesser value, numerical chaos.   I, you, 
me, all, we know we cannot buy happiness, 
or intelligence, convinced our futures come 
with a price tag.  Buying into, as we buy into 
the system.  Multiplying loans, by scales, by 
grades, by wallets.  Getting a value we can’t 
possibly add up to be.  Because we aren’t 
numbers.  I, you, me, all, we empty our wallets, 
stomachs, grades, our worth.  Forgetting you 
can’t calculate the mass of something hollow.

Numerical Value, Written in Words
Eavan O’Neil



INTRODUCTION:  
AN ODE TO THE DEBT RESISTOR

Everyone is affected by debt, from recent graduates pay-
ing hundreds of  dollars in interest on their students loans 
every month, to working families bankrupted by medical 
bills, to elders living in “underwater” homes, to those tak-
ing out payday loans at 400% interest to cover basic living 
costs, to the teachers and firefighters forced to take pay 
cuts because their cities are broke, to countries pushed into 
austerity and poverty by structural adjustment programs.

Everyone seems to owe something, and most of  us 
(including our cities) are in so deep it’ll be years before we 
have any chance of  getting out—if  we have any chance at 
all. At least one in seven of  us is already being pursued by 
debt collectors. We are told all of  this is our own fault, that 
we got ourselves into this and that we should feel guilty or 
ashamed. But think about the numbers: 76% of  Americans 
are debtors. How is it possible that three-quarters of  us 
could all have just somehow failed to figure out how to 
properly manage our money, all at the same time? And why 
is it no one is asking, “Who do we all owe this money to, 
anyway?” and “Where did they get the money they lent?”

At the same time, we keep hearing about financial 
capitalism: the fact that most of  the profits on Wall Street 
no longer have much to do with producing or even selling 
anything, but are simply the fruits of  speculation. This is 
supposed to be very complicated—“Somehow they have 
just figured out a way to make money out of  thin air; no, 
don’t even try to understand how they do it”—and very 
distant from our everyday concerns.

In fact, bankers are allowed to make money out of  
thin air—but only if  they lend it to someone. That’s the 
real reason everyone is in debt: it’s a shakedown system. 
The financial establishment colludes with the government 
to create rules designed to put everyone in debt; then the 
system extracts it from you. Overseas it operates through 
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financial scams that keep cheap goods flowing into the United States in a 
way that would never be possible if  not for the threat of  U.S. military power. 

Here at home it means endlessly making up new rules designed to put us 
all in debt, with the entire apparatus of  government, police and prisons pro-
viding enforcement and surveillance. Instead of  taxing the rich to generate 
money to build and maintain things like schools and roads, our government 
actually borrows money from the banks and the public pays the interest on 
these loans. As we’ve learned through scandal after scandal, this process is 
riddled with fraud, rigged from the start to steal money that should be going 
to social necessities. Financial capitalism is mafia capitalism.

We gave the banks the power to create money because they promised to 
use it to help us live healthier and more prosperous lives—not to turn us into 
frightened peons. They broke that promise. We are under no moral obliga-
tion to keep our promises to liars and thieves. In fact, we are morally obligat-
ed to find a way to stop this system rather than continuing to perpetuate it. 

This collective act of  resistance may be the only way of  salvaging democ-
racy because the campaign to plunge the world into debt is a calculated attack 
on the very possibility of  democracy. It is an assault on our homes, our fam-
ilies, our communities and on the planet’s fragile ecosystems—all of  which 
are being destroyed by endless production to pay back creditors who have 
done nothing to earn the wealth they demand we make for them. 

To the financial establishment of  the world, we have only one thing to 
say: We owe you nothing. To our friends, our families, our communities, to 
humanity and to the natural world that makes our lives possible, we owe you 
everything. Every dollar we take from a fraudulent subprime mortgage specu-
lator, every dollar we withhold from the collection agency is a tiny piece of  our 
own lives and freedom that we can give back to our communities, to those we 
love and we respect. These are acts of  debt resistance, which come in many 
other forms as well: fighting for free education and healthcare, defending a 
foreclosed home, demanding higher wages and providing mutual aid.

The fact is, most debtors dare not reveal their names nor show their 
faces. Those who struggle to stay afloat or who have fallen into default are 
told that they are failures, inadequate and abject, and so they do not speak 
out. There are literally millions of  people who cannot pay the enormous 
sums that the financial elites claim they owe. They are the Invisible Army of  
Defaulters. Instead of  a personal failure, refusing to pay under our current 
system is an act of  profound moral courage. We see our situation as connect-
ed, and we can look for ways to step out of  the shadows together. The Debt 
Resistors’ Operations Manual is an attempt to assist this invisible army and all 
other debt resistors in this struggle.



I.  CREDIT SCORES  
AND CONSUMER  
REPORTING AGENCIES:   
SURVEILLANCE AND THE VICIOUS 
CYCLE OF DEBT

Having a credit score is like having a tattoo of  a barcode on 
your forehead, and the tattoo artist is like a consumer re-
porting agency (CRA). It’s actually perverse—we all agree 
to be watched, located, defined, classified and evaluated. 
And if  we don’t? Financial banishment—we’re thrown to 
the credit wolves and loan sharks. 

This arrangement creates a caste system fueled by 
fear and exclusion. Financial surveillance is a corrupt and 
impersonal machine, not a system that genuinely deter-
mines people’s trustworthiness. Can’t make a credit card 
payment because of  health costs this month? It’s record-
ed. Got laid off  and couldn’t pay tuition? It’s recorded. 
Tried to pay a mortgage fee with an already-low checking 
account? It’s recorded.

 And who records all of  this? The agencies, bureaus and 
companies that are watching over us: Equifax, TransUnion 
and Experian; ChexSystems and TeleCheck (to name only 
the biggest). This chapter is about how these agencies con-
trol us—their methods, their mistakes, their profits—and 
how we can maintain dignity despite their power.

WHAT IS A CREDIT REPORTING AGENCY?

There are three major national credit reporting 
agencies—Equifax, Experian and TransUnion—as well 
as many smaller ones. In 2009, the big three CRAs had 
combined revenues of  more than $6.7 billion dollars.1 
These agencies collect your information from creditors, 
store it and send it out to those who request it in the 
form of  a “credit report.” They also compile it into a 
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“credit score” or “credit rating,” a much simpler number that allows for 
the ranking of  people.

These agencies started in the 1950s as regionally based companies that 
would track the personal details of  your life—when you got married, if  you 
got a ticket, or if  you committed a crime. Before technology allowed for the 
tracking of  massive amounts of  data, these companies could only compile in-
formation about a particular type of  credit—like your regional banking history 
or your mortgage—so data was not shared across industries. 

Over the last forty-five years, however, CRAs have come to play a crucial 
role in our ability to get access to even the basic requirements of  life in our 
society. If  you need anything more than just a small purchase—heating, gas, 
a phone line, medical care, education, personal transportation, insurance—
someone has to scan your “tattoo.” A number comes up on a screen. This 
person can see the screen and you can’t. If  they say your number is good, 
then you can go ahead and buy what you need. If  they say the number is bad, 
things will become a lot more difficult for you. 

 And the reach of  CRAs is expanding: recently, a new phenomenon has 
emerged that has been described as “mission creep.” Many landlords require 
a credit score, which means that credit agencies have a power over your abil-
ity to find housing. Insurance rates are starting to factor in credit scores too. 
Hospitals have begun to charge patients and determine access to health care 
according to their credit scores. And finally, employers have begun demand-
ing that job applicants provide credit reports.

A tremendous amount of  power over the daily lives of  people is given to 
organizations that operate almost entirely outside of  public oversight, with 
next to no democratic accountability. 

In recent studies,  more than 20 million people found 
material errors in their credit score calculations.2

The government currently regulates very little 
of this entire process,  including who can send 
information to the people who compile your 
score and who can access the information once its 
compiled.  

Those in communities with higher concentrations 
of people of color are twice as likely to have low 
credit scores as those in other areas.  Higher fees 
and interest rates are imposed on those with low 
credit scores,  ensuring that class divisions along 
racial lines remain unchallenged.3

It can seem difficult and futile to investigate or 
repair your credit score,  but it isn’'t.  There are ways.  
Keep reading to find out how.
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A SyStem Riddled With miStAkeS

As for how the system works, there are problems on every level. On the 
ideological level, credit scores are crucial in creating and maintaining a cul-
ture of  debt. How does this work? In order to qualify for most housing, for 
example, you need to have a good credit score. And in order to have a good 
credit score, you need to have, guess what? Debt. You might think that being 
free of  debt would qualify you for a good credit score, but that is not the case. 
You will only have a credit history if  you have existing debt. In yet another 
way, the system forces you to enter into debt just to be able to provide for 
your basic needs.

In addition, many credit reports are just plain wrong. A 2004 Public In-
terest Research Group (PIRG) study revealed that 79% of  credit reports con-
tained errors; 25% of  these mistakes were serious enough to result in a credit 
denial. More than half  of  all credit reports contained outdated information 
or information belonging to someone else.4 With this number of  mistakes, 
you have to wonder what this system is really about. 

You might think that because the rich actually use credit so much more, 
they would be the ones mainly affected by these errors—not so. In fact, the 
poorer you are, the more likely your credit agency is to make a mistake that 
influences your rating. 

UndeRStAnding yoUR CRedit SCoRe

The scoring models are endlessly complicated, and different agencies use 
different ones, so it’s never entirely clear what you can do to improve your 
score. With that said, the most commonly used model is “FICO” (Fair Isaac 
Corporation), and we do know that that score is comprised of  the following:

35% payment history

30% amounts owed

15% length of  credit history

10% new credit

10% types of  credit used

Although we don’t know exactly how these areas are evaluated, making 
regular payments, not having too many credit cards or other lines of  credit, 
and keeping the ones you do have well below their limits will always help.5

Some thingS We CAn do

1. Demand accountability. The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau is 
now an operating governmental body. We should ask if  it’s doing its 
job when it comes to credit scoring. If  it isn’t, why not? If  it is, can 
it do more?



6 |  THE DEBT RESISTORS'  OPERATIONS MANUAL

2. Demand regulation. Seven EU countries and seventeen Latin American 
countries have public credit scoring agencies. Why don’t we?

3. Demand transparency. Although they’re hugely important to us, we have 
little say in how or why our credit scores are calculated. Can there be a 
democratization of  credit scoring?

4. Check your numbers. We can change this system, but we have to know it 
first. This is how to do it:

Go to: Annualcreditreport.com

Call 877-322-8228 or

Complete the Annual Credit Report Request Form and mail it to:

Annual Credit Report Service
P.O. Box 105281

Atlanta, GA 30348-5281

In order to receive your free report, you’ll need to provide your 
name, address, Social Security number and date of  birth. You may 
need to give your previous address if  you’ve moved in the past two 
years. For security reasons, you may also have to give additional infor-
mation like an account or a monthly payment you make.

Beware of  scams: those charging to get your score or signing you 
up for “free” services in order to access your score. And beware of  
those offering to help your score; there is nothing they can do that you 
can’t do more effectively and free of  charge.

5. Demand accuracy. There are laws that protect debtors from unfair and 
inaccurate credit score practices: the Truth in Lending Act, Fair Credit 
Reporting Act, Fair Credit Billing Act and Equal Credit Opportunity 
Act. All guarantee protection and the possibility for citizen-directed 
credit scoring and reporting. 

6. Reject the system. It is possible to live without a good credit score. If  you 
can muster the time and energy to make some life changes, you can 
go totally off-grid. Below are some recommendations on how to live 
without the benefits of  a good credit score: 

• Prepaid cell phones are always an option.

• For housing utilities, if  you have a roommate, you can ask them 
to put the accounts in their name. If  you live alone, ask a rel-
ative or friend.

• Opt for services that don’t require credit checks. If  a com-
pany requires a check, try to talk them out of  it. Build up 
an old-fashioned trusting relationship by spending time 
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talking with the person. They may choose to bypass the 
credit check. 

• Create your own credit report: put together a portfolio 
showing you are a trustworthy person (reference letters, 
job history, life narrative).

• Check listings for housing, cars and other necessities that are in-
formal and don’t go through brokers or other formal agencies.

• Offer to put down larger deposits in lieu of  a credit check.

• Build networks of  mutual support in your community so you 
rely less on outside services.

DIY credit repair
It is best to repair your bad credit score yourself. This helps you avoid 

scams and fly under the radar of  the CRAs who are looking to block credit 
repair companies from gaming their system. There is a host of  books, web-
sites, articles and other resources dealing with this issue. Below are the steps 
we recommend taking:

1. Get a copy of  all three of  your credit reports. 

2. Review your credit reports and note every single error. Note incorrect 
spellings of  your name, inaccurate data and any “derogatory” information.

3. Write letters disputing negative information and errors to the corre-
sponding agencies.

4. Describe in your letter how you found out your credit was bad and 
how shocked you were at all of  the errors the agencies have been re-
porting. Then ask them “per the Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA) 
enacted by Congress in 1970,” to either provide physical proof  of  
their claims or delete the mistakes immediately. 

Include your name, current address and Social Security number on 
your letter. You should not include any additional information. 

Simply list the entry that you are challenging and briefly explain 
why you are challenging it. You only need to write a couple of  words to 
do this—less is more. Say things like “this is not mine,” or “this record 
is inaccurate.” Be sure to make the letter sound unique to you. If  you 
do not, you may find that the CRA responds by saying that your claim 
is “frivolous.” This is the way they get rid of  credit repair companies, 
and why you should not use one of  them. There are competing theo-
ries on whether or not you should challenge everything on your report 
all at once. You are legally entitled to have each item you challenge 
verified at any point in time. 



IV.  STUDENT DEBT:  
FORECLOSING ON THE FUTURE

These days, everyone is telling you that a college degree 
is the only way to get a decent job. Fear of  an uncertain 
financial future drives many of  us toward higher education, 
especially into exploitative for-profit colleges. Lenders are 
making profits off  of  that fear, and so education has be-
come one of  the biggest debt traps in our society. Not only 
have college costs continued to skyrocket, but increasing-
ly you are told that a bachelor’s degree is just not good 
enough; now you need a master’s degree too, and these are 
often the most expensive of  all with few grants available to 
those who are scrambling to enroll.

Two-thirds of  students leave college with an average 
of  $27,000 in debt. With too few jobs on the horizon, it’s 
no surprise that default levels are rising like floodwaters; 
41% of  the class of  2008 is already delinquent or in de-
fault.1 This gives rise to a different kind of  fear—that our 
futures have been foreclosed—leading many into depres-
sion and even suicide.

In 2012, total student debt in the United States sur-
passed the $1 trillion mark. This is higher than credit 
card debt or any other kind of  consumer debt with the 
exception of  mortgage debt. Some analysts think there is 
a student debt bubble about to burst. This might not be a 
bad thing for debtors. After all, they can’t repossess your 
degree or your brain. Or at least not yet. But while hedge 
funds might bet on the outcome, you probably shouldn’t.

This section explains how student debt was created, 
who profits from it and how you can survive as a debtor. 
Above all, you should know that you are not alone if  you 
are facing default. There are ways of  resisting, especially by 
acting together. In the long term, we need to put the United 
States back on the sizable list of  countries (many of  them 
less affluent) that manage to fund free higher education.
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HOW IT GOT SO BAD

Going to public college used to be pretty affordable, especially for those 
on the GI Bill, or those who went to public colleges like CUNY or the Univer-
sity of  California. Starting in the early 1980s, state funding began to erode—
public college costs have risen by 500% since 1985.2 Neoliberal policy-making 
has transferred the financial burden onto individual students. This means your 
future salary will be used to pay back the debts you got stuck with to prepare 
yourself  for employability in the first place. Having to pay for education through 
debt is a form of  indenture. And unlike traditional forms of  indenture, it can 
take a lifetime to regain your freedom. 

Wall Street has made a killing on this system, especially the queen of  student 
lending, Sallie Mae. How did this happen? Bear with us—it gets complicated. 
Created in 1972 as a government agency, Sallie Mae has since been fully privat-
ized. Sallie Mae has a hand in both types of  student loans: federal and private. 
They also profit by originating, servicing and collecting student loans.3

Between 1972 and 2010, loans were considered federal when originated by 
financial institutions (including Wall Street banks), but guaranteed and subsidized 
by the government. In 2010, the Obama administration cut out the middlemen so 
that any federal loan taken out is now originated directly by the federal government.

But don’t be fooled, these “federal” loans are still serviced by a group of  
select private institutions, including Sallie Mae. In addition, federal loans have 
unjustifiably high rates of  interest (6.8%). Is the government profiting? Yes, and 
the proceeds are used to pay the bill for wars and Wall Street bailouts.

Furthermore, federal loans rarely meet the full cost of  education, leaving 
most students with no choice but to take out private loans to make up the dif-
ference. Even though only 20% of  all current student loans are private, in ten to 
fifteen years they will have surpassed federal loans. These private student loans 
are subject to different terms and have much higher interest rates.

Chances are your university financial aid officials are in cahoots with private 
lenders. A 2006 investigation by the New York State Attorney General’s Office 
concluded that the business relationship between lenders and university officials 
amounted to an “unholy alliance.” Lenders paid kickbacks to universities based 
on the loan volume that financial aid offices steered their way; lenders also gave 
all-expenses-paid Caribbean vacations to financial aid administrators, and even 
put them on their payroll. In addition, lenders set up funds and credit lines for 
schools in exchange for being placed on preferred-lender lists.4

In spite of  these scandals, and despite the NYS Attorney General’s rec-
ommendation that bankruptcy protections be restored to student lenders, 
nothing happened. The student loan racket was just too profitable to be 
reined in by a few regulators. In 1998, federally-backed loans were declared 
ineligible for bankruptcy, and after prolonged pressure from Wall Street, pri-
vate loans became ineligible in 2005. As if  that’s not enough, the government 
also granted enormous collection powers to lenders. They can garnish your 
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wages and seize tax returns without even requesting a legal hearing first. Even 
Social Security and disability wages are subject to garnishment.5

This lack of  protection has made default wildly profitable for lenders. 
On average, 120% of  a defaulted loan is ultimately collected. In fact, in 2003 
Sallie Mae disclosed that its record-breaking profits were due in significant 
part to collections on defaulted loans. In 2001, Sallie Mae was caught default-
ing loans without even trying to collect the debt. This rapacious conduct is 
the norm in some corners of  the industry.6

As in the subprime mortgage market, many private loans are securi-
tized—packaged and sold to the highest bidder as Student Loan Asset-Backed 
Securities (SLABS). These SLABS account for almost a quarter—$234.2 bil-
lion—of  the aggregate $1 trillion debt. Since SLABS are often bundled with 
other kinds of  loans and traded on secondary debt markets, investors are not 
only speculating on the risk status of  student loans, but also profiting from 
resale of  the loans though collateralized derivatives.7

the SoCiAl impACt

The human toll of  all this is becoming increasingly visible. For a host of  
disturbing accounts of  student debt, it’s well worth reading Alan Collinge’s 
book Student Loan Scam: The Most Oppressive Debt in U.S. History—and How We 
Can Fight Back. And it’s certainly not hard to find student debt horror stories 
on the internet. 

A military veteran reports that he has paid $18,000 on a $2,500 loan and 
Sallie Mae claims the man still owes $5,000. The bankrupt husband of  a so-
cial worker, bedridden after a botched surgery, tells of  a $13,000 college loan 
balance from the 1980s that ballooned to $70,000. A grandmother subsisting 
on Social Security has had her payments garnished to pay off  a $20,000 loan 
balance resulting from a $3,500 loan she took out ten years ago, before she 
underwent brain surgery. These loans increase so rapidly due to compound-
ing interest in combination with deferment and forbearance programs. In 
fact, only 37% of  student loans are in repayment at any given time. The other 
63% are accruing interest, adding fees and becoming more and more likely to 
add to the 5 million student loans already in default.8

During the Great Recession, African Americans lost almost all of  the 
economic gains they made after the civil rights movement. As a result, Afri-
can American students have borrowed more for education than whites, and 
they are twice as likely to be unemployed on graduation. Worse still, students 
of  color are much more likely to enroll in for-profit schools, which have high 
non-completion rates and account for nearly half  of  student loan defaults. 
It’s no surprise that the default rate for African Americans is four times that 
of  whites.9
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AVOIDING DEFAULT

Your loan becomes delinquent the first day after you miss a payment. The 
delinquency will continue until all back payments are made. Loan servicers 
report all delinquencies of  at least ninety days to the three major credit bu-
reaus. As we’ve seen in Chapter I, a negative credit rating may make it diffi-
cult for you to meet your basic necessities.

Student loans are generally considered in default when you fail to make a 
payment for 270 days for a federal loan or 120 days for a private loan. If  you 
want to avoid default, try to make at least one payment every 120 or 270 days.

If  you haven’t defaulted but are alarmed about not being able to pay your 
student loans, do not panic. If  you just graduated, many loans provide an au-
tomatic six-month deferment period. And if  you have federal loans, you can 
extend this period on an annual basis either through deferment or forbear-
ance programs. Deferment on certain loans halts interest during periods of  
unemployment, economic hardship, temporary disability and while the debt-
or is in school. Although forbearance does not stop interest from accruing, 
it does allow for some breathing room. But keep in mind that this will cause 
your loan amount to increase. Typically, the interest is compounding annually, 
which means that at the end of  a year, it will be added to the principal and 
you will have to pay interest on that too. This can cause loans to mushroom, 
so check to see if  you qualify for deferment before entering into forbearance.

It may also be helpful to consolidate all of  your loans into one. You 
can only consolidate federal loans with other federal loans and private loans 
with other private loans. Often there are incentives for consolidation, such 
as interest rate reductions for on-time payment or direct debit. It is some-
times possible to ask the originator of  the loan to recall it, taking it out 
of  the hands of  a guarantee agency and then make arrangements with the 
original lender.

There are a couple of  newer programs that may also be helpful: the 
Income-Based Repayment Plan (IBR) and Public Service Loan Forgiveness 
(PSLF). Income-based repayment allows you to adjust payment to meet your 
income by capping payment at 15% of  income based on family size. A single 
individual with no children making under $20,000 would pay 2.4% of  income 
toward student debt whereas a family of  four making under $100,000 would 
pay 9.9% of  their income toward student debt. After twenty-five years, any 
remaining student loan debt would be forgiven. Public Service Loan Forgive-
ness provides forgiveness of  federal student loan debt after ten years of  con-
tinuous employment by any nonprofit, tax-exempt 501(c)(3) organization, a 
federal, state, local or tribal government agency including the military, public 
schools and colleges or while serving in AmeriCorps or the Peace Corps. 
You may also be eligible if  your employer is not a religious, union or partisan 
political organization and provides public services.10
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being in deFAUlt

If  you are about to default on a student loan, remember that you are 
not alone. There are approximately 4 to 5 million other Americans that have 
already done so. While default can be a political act (especially when done en 
masse), these are the consequences you may be subject to:

• Your loans may be turned over to a collection agency.

• You will be liable for the costs associated with collecting your loan, 
including court costs and attorney fees.

• You can be sued for the entire amount of  your loan.

• Your wages may be garnished. (Federal law limits the amount that may 
be garnished to 15% of  the borrower’s take-home or “disposable” 
pay. This is the amount of  income left after deducting any amounts 
required by law to be deducted. The wage garnishment amount is also 
subject to a ceiling that requires the borrower to be left with weekly 
earnings after the garnishment of  at least thirty times the Federal min-
imum wage, per 34 CFR 682.410(b)(9), 34 CFR 34.19(b) and 15 USC 
1673(a)(2).

• Your federal and state income tax refunds may be intercepted.

• The federal government may withhold part of  your Social Security 
benefit payments. The U.S. Supreme Court upheld the government’s 
ability to collect defaulted student loans in this manner without a stat-
ute of  limitations in Lockhart v US (04-881, December 2005).

• Your defaulted loans will appear on your credit history for up to seven 
years after the default claim is paid, making it difficult for you to obtain 
an auto loan, mortgage or even credit cards. A bad credit record can 
also harm your ability to find a job. The U.S. Department of  Educa-
tion reports defaulted loans to TransUnion, Equifax and Experian (see 
Chapter I).

• You won’t receive any more federal financial aid until you repay the loan 
in full or make arrangements to repay what you already owe and make 
at least six consecutive, on-time monthly payments. You will also be 
ineligible for assistance under most federal benefit programs.

• You will be ineligible for deferments.

• Subsidized interest benefits will be denied.

• You may not be able to renew a professional license you hold.11

These measures are harsh, but you can continue to fight as an individ-
ual. Unfortunately, bankruptcy is not an option for student debtors, except 
occasionally in cases of  permanent disability or “undue hardship.” Although 
it is difficult to get credit reporting agencies (CRA) to remove defaulted stu-
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dent debt from reports, it is not impossible. You can use the strategies and 
resources outlined in Chapter IX to demand that CRAs and debt collectors 
prove that the amount of  your debt is fully verifiable. This will require a 
concerted letter-writing campaign, but you may be pleasantly surprised by 
the results. Often, record keeping is poor and there are no accessible records 
tying you to a debt. Although a court judgment is not required before your 
paycheck, bank account or tax return is garnished, you are entitled to an ad-
ministrative hearing if  you request one.

If  you want to get out of  default, you can often rehabilitate your loan by 
entering into an agreement to make twelve consecutive on-time payments to 
the original lender or guarantee agency in exchange for the removal of  the prior 
delinquency history from your credit report. Be sure to get this agreement in 
writing and to be clear about how this will be entered on your credit report.

knoW yoUR loAnS

As the amount of  middlemen standing between you and your loan con-
tinues to increase, it can be hard to know who guarantees, originates, ser-
vices and collects your loans. To find this information about your federal 
loans, visit the national student loan database at nslds.ed.gov/nslds_SA. It’s 
a little more complicated when dealing with private loans. FinAid is a great 
first resource for understanding the different institutions involved: finaid.
org/loans/studentloans.phtml. It’s important to fully understand your own 
situation, since the laws can differ. For example, state guarantee agencies 
are exempt from the Fair Debt Collections Practices Act, but any private 
collection agency hunting you down must comply with this law. So be aware 
of  their illegal practices and know your rights. This FinAid page about de-
faulting on student loans is a good place to start: finaid.org/loans/default.
phtml. Abusive debt collection behavior is also highlighted in Chapter IX. 
We recommend you read it carefully.

COLLECTIVE ACTION TOWARDS CHANGE

If  we fight this system alone, the best we can hope for is to keep our 
heads above water. The good news is that those suffering with student debt 
have begun to organize. Collective action is the only true solution. At this 
point, there are several campaigns under way.

Student Loan Justice (founded in 2005) and Forgive Student Debt to 
Stimulate the Economy (founded in 2009) aim at persuading lawmakers to 
reform the system. Both organizations have pushed for policies restoring 
bankruptcy protection and partial debt forgiveness. Unfortunately, these rea-
sonable proposals have produced little in the way of  legislative change. Four 
attempts at restoring bankruptcy protection have ultimately failed. And in 
spite of  over one million names on a petition urging Congress to pass a ten-
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year partial forgiveness program, lawmakers, heavily beholden to the finance 
industry, have not budged. Unfortunately, these measures will not de-com-
modify education nor claim it as a public good.

The Occupy Student Debt Campaign (OSDC) emerged in 2011 in tan-
dem with Occupy Wall Street as part of  a global uprising against neolib-
eralism. To fight the debt-financing of  education, OSDC proposes diverse 
collective strategies of  direct action, including a campaign of  collective debt 
refusal. For more details, refer to the OSDC website (below).

OSDC believes that our public education system must be free, that any 
future student loans must be offered at zero interest, that all university in-
stitutions must be transparent and accountable, and that all current student 
debt must be cancelled. These principles, or principles like them, should be 
the foundation of  any student debt movement.

All of  these movements can be found online if  you want to find out how 
to join a larger collective to help effect change.

RESOURCES 

WebSiteS
FinAid (finaid.org)
Forgive Student Loan Debt to Stimulate the Economy (forgivestudentloandebt.com)
Income-Based Repayment Info (ibrinfo.org)
Occupy Student Debt Campaign (occupystudentdebtcampaign.org)
Student Loan Justice (studentloanjustice.org)

ARtiCleS And bookS
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OWS ‘Occupy Student Debt’ Committee Has Something to Say,” Huffington Post, 
November 21, 2011 (tinyurl.com/DROMAshton).

Pamela Brown, “Education Debt in the Ownership Society,” AlterNet, June 27, 2012 
(tinyurl.com/DROMBrown).

George Caffentzis, “Plato’s Republic and Student Loan Debt Refusal,” Interactivist, De-
cember 31, 2011 (tinyurl.com/DROMCaffentzis3).

Alan Collinge, The Student Loan Scam: The Most Oppressive Debt in U.S. History—and 
How We Can Fight Back, (Boston, MA: Beacon, 2009).

Malcolm Harris, “Bad Education,” n + 1, April 25, 2011 (tinyurl.com/DROMHarris).
Brian Holmes, “Silence=Debt,” Occupy Student Debt Campaign, 2012 (tinyurl.com/

DROMHolmes).
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AlterNet, November 28, 2011 (tinyurl.com/DROMJaffe).
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INTERLUDE:  
WE’'RE ALL DEBTORS NOW

The chapters on credit card, medical, student and housing debt show 
us the ways in which we are all made to pay for basic social survival—
for the rest of  our lives. This is the traditional idea of  a “debtor”—a 
person who borrowed money and owes a sum of  money to a bank 
or government agency. But mafia capitalism means that governments 
make cuts and the people have to go into debt to survive. The burden 
of  sustaining “life” gets shifted from the state to the individual and 
household. Most households are drowning in all four of  the types of  
debt discussed so far in the manual. Debt is a way of  controlling us—
making us weak, afraid and financially unstable.

But the rabbit hole goes much deeper. What about those who 
don’t have debt in the traditional sense? Are they debtors too? Our 
answer is clear: Yes. We are all debtors, whether we have debt or not. 
Debt affects us all. But how?

The next series of  chapters about broader notions of  debt, from 
municipal debt to alternative financial services, only begin to make 
these connections. Our whole system runs on debt and credit—our 
households, our cities, our countries and all those who slip between 
the cracks. From municipal bonds that we never agreed to, to the 
low-income or unemployed worker forced to take payday loans after 
being excluded from “mainstream” credit, the whole world has be-
come indebted. This is how the 1% maintains their wealth and power.

Anyone fighting the 1% is a debt resistor.  We are all debtors now.



VI.  MUNICIPAL DEBT:  
THE SILENT KILLER

Is your city experiencing a budget crisis? Is your town 
laying off  workers and cutting services? Are local hospi-
tals understaffed and underfunded? Do you worry about 
whether your child’s school will have enough money to 
provide students with a quality education? If  this is hap-
pening in your community, you are a debtor. 

Over the last forty years, our common goods and re-
sources have been privatized to profit the 1%. In the wake 
of  reduced public funding, cities and towns have taken out 
more and more private loans to pay for everything from 
basic operations, like sewers, to large developments, such 
as sports arenas. Municipalities are forced to partner with 
Wall Street to tap revenue streams because Wall Street 
controls access to credit markets. The only way cities and 
towns can win access to those markets is by issuing tax-ex-
empt municipal bonds. But that means Wall Street profits 
from those bonds through interest payments and through 
securitization, as traders repackage bonds into debt bun-
dles which are sold and resold on the global market.

Municipalities issue the bonds and guarantee loans 
by promising that investors will be repaid with tax dollars 
or with revenue generated by the debt-funded project. In 
addition, since the New York City fiscal crisis more than 
forty years ago, federal bankruptcy code has been revised 
to ensure that many municipal bonds would keep paying 
investors no matter the costs to communities. Bonds are 
supposed to be bets on the future. In most cases, howev-
er, there is no way the lender can lose the bet, and cities 
can lose a great deal. After Wall Street’s mortgage-lending 
practices crashed the economy in 2008, many municipali-
ties were unable to pay their debts.

Bond financing is a weapon of  the 1% and mafia capi-
talism. When Scranton, Pennsylvania threatened to default 
on a debt payment in 2012, Wall Street came down with an 
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iron fist. It cut off  the city’s access to money, and Scranton’s mayor respond-
ed by slashing wages for city workers down to minimum wage. Scranton 
dared to challenge Wall Street, and a debt crisis ensued.1 News accounts re-
ported that public employees such as teachers and pensioners were to blame, 
but this is false—Scranton’s brand of  American austerity was a direct result 
of  Wall Street greed.

From coast to coast, cities have become completely beholden to big 
banks. The result is shuttered schools, smaller fire departments and block 
upon block of  abandoned homes in foreclosure. Public transportation sys-
tems are also cash cows for Wall Street. In NYC, the Metropolitan Trans-
portation Authority loses $114 million per year as a result of  a poisonous 
interest-rate swap with JPMorgan Chase and other big banks. Rather than 
refuse this debt, the MTA has cut service and laid off  workers. Most people 
who rely on the subway are working-class New Yorkers, including many peo-
ple of  color and immigrants. The 99% is required to fund the lavish lifestyles 
of  the 1%.

Like Scranton, Stockton, California went broke after the housing market 
went bust in 2008. The result has been a higher crime rate, including murders, 
robberies and home invasions. When residents call the police, they are never 
sure if  help will come because the police department is stretched to the break-
ing point. Even CalPERS, the retirement system for California public workers, 
may not be safe from bondholders demanding payment on defaulted debts. 
Municipal indebtedness is a tool by which Wall Street demands deep cuts in 
public spending to enrich investors no matter the cost to communities. Mafia 
hitmen warn debtors by going around town and breaking a few legs. Wall Street 
sends the same message: pay your debts, or see what happens.

HOW IS MUNICIPAL DEBT ISSUED?

Bonds for public works are supposed to be approved by voter refer-
endum, yet city officials often broker deals with private partners through 
backdoor channels to circumvent the democratic process. Officials use 
political power to zone off  “development districts” or declare a parcel of  
land “blighted” which allows it to be seized under eminent domain and sold 
off. This means that taxpayers often find themselves stuck with the tab for 
debt-funded projects guaranteed by city agencies that have no accountability 
to voters. As one scholar noted, public officials and their Wall Street partners 
often act as de facto governing bodies “empowered to issue long-term debt 
without the formal oversight of  elected decision makers.”

Perhaps the most glaring example of  such corruption and graft is in 
Jefferson County, Alabama.2 In 2011, the municipality filed the largest bank-
ruptcy in U.S. history to contest a $4 billion debt in the aftermath of  a sewer 
project gone disastrously wrong. The story is a familiar one: local officials 
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borrowed vast sums from Wall Street to pay for a treatment plant, which the 
EPA said was needed to stop sewage from flowing into the Cahaba River in 
a predominantly African American community. But the project was never 
completed because corrupt officials mishandled the funds (seventeen have 
been jailed since the scandal broke). Lenders demanded repayment anyway, 
doubling each household’s sewer bill in a neighborhood already reeling from 
poverty, high unemployment and a sewer that still did not work properly. The 
county’s financial trauma has resulted in public service cuts, mass layoffs and 
overcrowded prisons. Even a federal judge has stated that Jefferson County’s 
debts cannot be repaid.

hoW ARe inteReSt RAteS FoR mUniCipAl bondS deteRmined?
Wall Street’s criminality reveals that there is no such thing as a free mar-

ket and never was. We recently learned that interest rates around the world 
have been rigged for years for the benefit of  a few large financial firms. Yet 
the recent LIBOR scandal is not surprising when one considers that munici-
pal bond-rigging has been going on for decades with no public outcry.3

“In May 2011,” reads a report from the International Herald Tribune, “UBS 
[bank] admitted that its employees had repeatedly conspired to rig bids in the 
municipal bond derivatives market over a five-year period, defrauding more 
than 100 municipalities and nonprofit organizations, and agreed to pay $160 
million in fines and restitution.”4 In 2012, Bloomberg News reported that “[s]o 
far, 13 individuals from banks including Bank of  America, JPMorgan Chase 
and UBS have pleaded guilty in the Justice Department’s investigation.”5

In 2011, GE Capital was caught rigging municipal bonds and overcharg-
ing cities and towns across the United States. Their punishment? A $70 mil-
lion fine, laughably low considering the profits involved.

In his exposé of  municipal bond rigging (which he calls “the scam 
Wall Street learned from the mafia”), Matt Taibbi explained that Wall Street 
“skimmed untold billions in the bid-rigging scam” from hundreds of  mu-
nicipalities. After they were caught, banks continued investing in city bonds. 
“Get busted for welfare fraud even once in America, and good luck getting 
so much as a food stamp ever again,” Taibbi wrote. “Get caught rigging inter-
est rates in 50 states, and the government goes right on handing you billions 
of  dollars in public contracts.”6

HOW CAN WE RESIST MUNICIPAL DEBT?

Occupy Wall Street makes it possible to imagine that some debts must not 
be repaid. In Jefferson County, for example, some citizens do not want to rene-
gotiate; they reject such debt outright. As one activist in Birmingham noted, “[the 
debt] shouldn’t ever have been issued, and therefore it shouldn’t exist. It shouldn’t 
have been spent. Since it shouldn’t have existed, we’re not going to pay it.”7
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Some municipalities are fighting back against the big banks. After their 
pay was cut to minimum wage, Scranton’s municipal unions sued the city, and 
their wages were restored. Years of  community resistance delayed the con-
struction of  Barclays arena in Brooklyn because the stadium was financed 
with tax-exempt bonds and built on land seized by eminent domain. Bal-
timore is suing more than a dozen big banks for manipulating LIBOR, the 
benchmark for interest rates on many financial products. In July 2012, Bos-
ton activists held subway turnstiles open to protest Wall Street’s vise grip on 
their city’s transportation budget. After a toxic interest-rate swap deal sent 
it off  a fiscal cliff, Oakland, California is trying to take the dramatic step of  
severing its relationship with Goldman Sachs for good.8 These efforts will 
continue and escalate in the months and years to come.

The idea that some debts can and should be refused is a sentiment that is 
spreading. In Europe, the rallying cry of  the 99% is, “we won’t pay for your 
crisis!” In the United States, we can start a municipal debt resistance move-
ment by asking critical questions and demanding answers. Have you ever 
looked at your town budget? Do you know how your elected and non-elected 
officials fund public works? Who benefits? Who really ends up paying for 
what? Simply posing these questions in your community is a way to strike 
debt. We must also insist that the 1% is no longer allowed to write the laws 
dictating how our communities will be financed. We must insist on an end 
to the debt-financing of  U.S. cities. This case for ending Wall Street’s control 
over our lives should also be made through direct action. We can target the 
banks profiting from the corrupt bond market with actions such as sit-ins 
and marches. The most important thing we can do as occupiers is refute the 
myth that the 99% are to blame for the fiscal emergencies that are declared 
when the bond vigilantes come knocking.



IX.  DEBT COLLECTION:  
DON’'T FEED THE VULTURES

It goes without saying that none of  us wants to hear 
from a debt collector. While once largely the province 
of  organized crime, debt collection has attempted to go 
somewhat legit. This is not to say that today’s collection 
agencies don’t resort to strong-arm tactics, including 
harassing phone calls and threats that are often illegal. 
Given the complexity of  debt collection laws and reg-
ulations that vary state to state, there are hundreds of  
ways a debt collector can engage in illegal practices, in-
cluding but certainly not limited to harassment. The key 
is to know your basic rights, and to record abusive and 
illegal practices. In many cases, your debt can be erased 
(due to collection agency misconduct) or reduced. 
In some cases, you might even have the right to sue  
for damages.

Collection agencies are counting on you to not do 
your homework. They are counting on you to be an easy 
mark and to be overwhelmed by Kafkaesque bureaucracy, 
harassment and shame. Our current economic downturn 
only amplifies the problem. Everyone has less money 
and more debt. Debt collectors themselves are making 
less money and this is a recipe for more aggressive and 
increasingly illegal tactics. Even if  the collection agency 
does not engage in activities and techniques that are tech-
nically illegal, they are likely to use intentionally obfuscat-
ing tactics. If  this sounds like the kind of  thing that we’re 
all used to from credit card fine print and gym member-
ship terms, that’s because it is. 

While this chapter can’t tell you everything you need 
to know to handle your specific situation, it can provide 
a basic outline and point you to resources that can help 
beat the system that wants you to fail.
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WHAT IS A COLLECTION AGENCY AND WHY  
ARE THEY CALLING YOU?

A collection agency often works on behalf  of  an original creditor (OC). 
An OC can be a department store, a credit card company or a rent-to-own 
furniture shop, just to name a few common examples—basically wherever you 
took out a credit card or loan. When bills go unpaid, the OC contracts with 
collection agencies or third-party debt collectors to collect the debt. In many 
cases the collection agency simply takes a commission of  every debt it collects 
on behalf  of  the OC. Another likely scenario is that the collection agency has 
bought your debt outright from the original creditor, such as a credit card com-
pany after a period of  non-payment. Many banks are required by law to charge 
off  unpaid debts after a designated period of  delinquency. The original creditor 
may sell your debt to a collection agency, but the collection agency doesn’t pay 
full price. In fact, it will almost certainly pay much less, usually 2%–25% of  the 
debt’s face value. So if  you owe $1,000, the collection agency might pay $150 
for the right to collect that $1,000 from you. The credit card company may also 
claim your debt and all the interest and fees you have accrued as a write-off  in its  
financial filings.

In short, the collection agency is essentially buying the right to take a 
gamble on your debt, debt that the OC may have already charged off. But 
they aren’t just buying your debt. They are buying debts of  hundreds, even 
thousands, of  people like you. For their gamble to pay off, they only need to 
convince enough debtors—through legal means or otherwise—that we must 
pay them. The collection agency might also tack on additional late fees and 
interest all while harassing you by phone and by mail to collect. 

hoW A ColleCtion AgenCy thinkS

It is key to understand how collection agencies think if  you want to know 
how to best engage with them.1 First, it is usually pointless to go back and 
contact the original creditor. The original creditor almost certainly has an 
agreement with the collection agency that prevents them from negotiating 
directly with you. 

Collection agents often receive little training beyond, “Here’s your desk, 
your phone and computer—now go make some money.” Many collection 
agency workers’ pay is tied to a monthly quota of  how many debts they can 
collect and it is common for collectors to employ more aggressive and illegal 
tactics toward the end of  the month. Because they work on monthly com-
mission, collection agency workers are also most likely to pursue the people 
with the largest debts and the people who seem most likely to pay. 

It is important to remember that you are the most important variable to a 
collection agent. To quote one message board familiar with their tactics, “It is 
your fears, your fantasies, your partial understanding of  the truth that empow-
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ers the debt collector and each of  these is a weapon to be used against you. 
By carefully stating half-truths and letting your imagination run away . . . ”

It is also important to note that there are two common types of  collec-
tion agencies: letter writers and just plain “collection agencies.” Letter writers 
basically just write letters directing you back to the original creditor to make 
your payment. Collection agencies require you to pay them directly, often so 
they can be assured they will get their commission from the OC. Either way, 
they must include a mini-Miranda in their letters or read it during their phone 
calls. If  they do not, you may have grounds to sue.

If  your first contact with a collection agency is over the phone, the 
mini-Miranda warning should sound something like this:

“Hello, I am [name of  collector]. I am [or “this office is”] a debt collector 
representing [creditor]. Information obtained during the course of  this 
call will be used for the purpose of  collecting the debt.”

If  your first contact with the collection agency is via mail, the mini-Mi-
randa should look something like this:

“This correspondence is an attempt to collect a debt. Any information 
obtained will be used for that purpose. Unless within 30 days of  your 
receipt of  this notice, you notify us that you dispute the validity of  this 
debt, it will be assumed to be correct. If  you notify this office within thirty 
days that you dispute the validity of  the debt, we will obtain verification 
of  the debt or a copy of  the judgment. If  you request it within 30 days, 
we will provide you with the name and address of  the original creditor (if  
different from the current creditor).”

Do not ignore the call or letter. The biggest mistake people make when they 
get a letter or call from a debt collection agency is to ignore them and hope 
they will go away. Because you have 30 days to contest the debt, you must act 
immediately. If  you ignore the contact, you are by default agreeing that the 
debt is legitimate. 

Whether the debt is legitimate or not:

• Write a letter to the office of  the collection agency or attorney and state 
that you (a) dispute the bill; and that (b) you want a full accounting of  
the monies claimed to be owed. The Fair Debt Collections Practices 
Act of  1996 (FDCPA) requires they contact the original creditor to se-
cure full account detail. Without a confirmed accounting of  this debt, 
they cannot return to the collection process.2

• In responding to a call, advise the collector that you (a) are disputing 
the debt and that you are doing so in writing to his/her offices; and 
that (b) you do not want to receive a call from this agency at your 
place of  work and that they can only contact at your home (or on your 
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cell phone if  you don’t have a home telephone) between the hours  
of  X and Y.

There is a decent chance that you may not hear back. Remember, the 
collection agency is most likely to pursue the people they think are most likely 
to pay. You may have to continue to write to them, and even threaten to sue. 
(See Appendix D for sample letters.)

SOME IMPORTANT THINGS TO KNOW

StAtUte oF limitAtionS on debt

In every state there is a statute of  limitations (SOL) for outstanding 
debts—a limit on the number of  years in which a creditor may attempt to 
pursue payment. Each state is different so you should check.3 Some states, 
like Kentucky and Ohio, have extremely long periods (fifteen years for writ-
ten debt agreements) while states like Mississippi and North Carolina have 
much shorter periods (three years for written debt agreements). If  there is a 
dispute about which state’s laws apply, you can be assured that the collection 
agency will argue for the state with the longer period. 

When does the SOL clock start?
The SOL clock starts running on the date of  the last activity of  your ac-

count. This is often the date of  your last payment but—and this is key—it may 
also be the date when you entered into a payment agreement or simply ac-
knowledged liability for the debt. This is why it is key to always contest liability. 

If  your debt is beyond the SOL you can contest the debt on these 
grounds and, should you want to play offense, you can also attempt to set up 
the collection agency for a FDCPA violation and hit them with a suit. 

knoW yoUR FdCpA violAtionS

Even if  your debt falls within the SOL, there is a good chance the debt 
collector will engage in abusive or deceptive practices that are illegal under the 
FDCPA, but it is up to you to know your rights, be vigilant and document any 
violations. Violations are grounds for dismissing debt and related lawsuits.

Some common FDCPA violations
There are countless ways to violate the FDCPA and the longer you en-

gage with your debt collector or agency (while continuing to dispute the 
debt—this is very important), the greater the chance you will catch them in 
the act. Unfortunately (or fortunately if  you are a debt collector) only a small 
fraction of  violations go reported. You do not need a lawyer to contest debt 
obligations or report FDCPA violations; you can take action on your own 
and even win damages.
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Due to an absence of  regulations and enforcement, debt collectors rou-
tinely break the law, verbally abuse and threaten debtors. These practices are 
rampant in an industry that is run like the Wild West. Here are just some of  
the very dirty tricks that debt collectors use: 

Recently debt collectors have “embedded” themselves in hospitals—like 
reporters in a war zone—coordinating with hospital staff  to make bedside 
visits. While patients are often at their most vulnerable, sick or injured and 
naked except for a hospital gown, these debt collectors will attempt to shake 
them down for money. Jessica Silver-Greenberg writes, “To patients, the debt 
collectors may look indistinguishable from hospital employees, may demand 
they pay outstanding bills and may discourage them from seeking emergency 
care at all, even using scripts like those in collection boiler rooms.”4 

It is common for debt collectors to call pretending to be police offi-
cers and claim that they have a warrant to arrest a debtor if  they don’t pay 
up. Debt collectors will often continually harass people for debts they don’t 
owe or have already paid or for those that have already been dismissed in 
court. Collectors frequently target the wrong person, mistaking one person 
for someone else with the same or similar name. Debt collectors will lie and 
say that they are calling on behalf  of  debt relief  agencies, learn all about a 
debtor’s situation and collect all of  their personal information, and then use 
it against them. Collectors have been known to illegally call employers and 
inform them of  employees’ debts. In the most extreme cases, debt collectors 
have made disturbing threats to seriously harm debtors and their families.5 
Although illegal, these tactics are rampant.

Even debt collectors who follow the law can legally mislead you or trick 
you in other ways. Credit card companies have started data-mining cardhold-
er’s purchases and using software to create psychological profiles of  them. 
These profiles are then used by debt collectors to psychologically manipulate 
debtors to pay more than they otherwise would have to, including artificial 
late fees that would otherwise have been waived. This tactic, although manip-
ulative and immoral, is completely legal. After using a psychological profile to 
swindle one debtor out of  an additional $2,000, debt collector Rudy Santana 
explained, “It’s all about getting inside their heads and understanding what 
they need to hear.”6

knoW yoUR RightS

With all of  this in mind, it’s important to know what debt collectors le-
gally can and can’t do. Below is a basic list to help protect you:

• A debt collector can only call a third party once about you unless it 
believes the third party gave it false information the first time. 

• Contacting you before 8:00 AM or after 9:00 PM is illegal. 

• You must tell a collector not to contact you at work by sending them a 
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cease and desist letter (see Appendix D, sample letter #2). You must send 
this certified mail and keep a copy for yourself  so you have proof  of  
receipt. If  the collection agency contacts you again, other than to advise 
you of  their intent to take action, then they are violating the FDCPA.

• Under no circumstances does a default on a car loan equal theft. It can 
not be reported to law enforcement. Legal repossession is the credi-
tor’s right.

• If  you do not want to be in contact with a debt collector, then that’s 
your right. It doesn’t cancel the debt but it is your right not to speak 
with debt collectors. 

• A debt collector cannot sell a debt to another collection agency with 
full knowledge that it has expired (see SOL) or is in dispute. 

• A debt collector may try to lead you to believe that you have no grounds 
for requesting a validation of  debt (see Appendix D, sample letter #2). 

• A debt collector may try to represent themselves as an attorney or law 
firm even if  they are actually not an attorney or law firm. Regardless, it 
is important to remember that collection attorneys also have to follow 
the FDCPA just like collection agencies.

• If  a debt collector sends an initial notice advising you of  your right to a 
validation of  debt, then they cannot demand payment within the next 
thirty days.

• A collector cannot call your job and tell your HR department that they 
need your work information (wages, schedule) unless a valid suit was 
filed by them and tried in a court of  law with a judgment in their fa-
vor. Until this happens (if  it happens), they cannot contact your HR 
department or place of  work, even if  they claim to be looking for 
information to sue you.

• It is not unheard of  for debt collectors to use fake case numbers and 
fake lawyers to scare an alleged debtor into paying. Of  course, this is in 
clear violation of  the FDCPA. 

• Regardless of  whether the initial contact is via mail or letter, the col-
lector must provide you with a mini-Miranda (see above). The mini-Mi-
randa should also be on each and every communication you get from 
a debt collector.

• A collector is not allowed to reveal information about the envelope’s 
contents on the outside of  the envelope for others to see. Words such 
as “past due” or “collections” are in clear violation of  the FDCPA. 

• A debt collector cannot impersonate a law officer or claim they can 
throw you in jail for not paying your alleged debt.
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IDEAS FOR COLLECTIVE ACTION

There are two main ways to fight back against debt collectors: letter writ-
ing and lawsuits for violating the FDCPA. Both could be made into mass ac-
tions that attempt to overwhelm debt collectors while also helping us reduce 
our debts. With the right organizational structure, debtors being chased by 
a common debt collector or debt collection agency can coordinate a well-
timed, well-thought-out letter writing campaign. If  many debts with the same 
collector are disputed, it will clearly disrupt and possibly halt their business. 
As far as we know, this has never been tried. If  a collector violates the FD-
CPA (which won’t be hard to find out), a class-action lawsuit could be orga-
nized. As usual, we recommend you consult a lawyer before considering this.

RESOURCES

WebSiteS

Carreon and Associates (carreonandassociates.com)
The Consumerist (consumerist.com)
Debtorboards (debtorboards.com)
Fighting Collection Agency Debt (collectionagencydebt.blogspot.com)
National Consumer Law Center (nclc.org)
Written Off  America (writtenoffamerica.com)

ARtiCleS
Jude Chao, “How to Report Collection Agency Abuse,” eHow (tinyurl.com/DROM-

Chao).
“Debt Collection FAQS: A Guide for Consumers,” National Association of  Consumer 

Advocates (tinyurl.com/DROMNACA01).
“Debt Collection Info Packet,” NEDAP, 2006 (tinyurl.com/DROMNEDAP04).
Alex Henderson, “‘Am I Going to Have to Kill You?’: The Horrific Ways Abusive 

Debt Collectors Threaten and Harass Their Victims,” AlterNet, April 17, 2011 
(tinyurl.com/DROMHenderson).

Lynnette Khalfani-Cox, “How to Handle Rude and Abusive Debt Collectors,” 
AARP, January 16, 2012 (tinyurl.com/DROMKhalfani)

“Know Your Rights When You Owe a Debt,” National Association of  Consumer Advo-
cates (tinyurl.com/DROMNACA02).

Patrick Lunsford, “Debt Collectors Pursuing More than 14 Percent of  Americans,” 
Inside ARM, February 29, 2012 (tinyurl.com/DROMLunsford).

Chris Morran, “Debt Collectors Real & Fake: Top List of  Most-Blocked Phone 
Numbers,” The Consumerist, August 6, 2012 (tinyurl.com/DROMMorran01).

Chris Morran, “4 Things Debt Collectors Won’t Tell You,” The Consumerist, October 
18, 2011 (tinyurl.com/DROMMorran02).

“Predatory Lending Practices,” National Association of  Consumer Advocates (tinyurl.
com/DROMNACA03).

Yves Smith, “How to Beat Vulture Debt Collectors,” Naked Capitalism, August 16, 
2012 (tinyurl.com/DROMSmith3).



XI.  PROSPECTS FOR CHANGE:  
JOIN THE RESISTANCE! 

The chapters of  this manual highlight various forms of  debt 
injustice. Hopefully reading them has made you angry. Debt 
can be isolating and demoralizing. The most common emo-
tion associated with debt is shame. We hope to transform 
that shame into outrage—and that outrage into action.

 In writing this manual we’ve struggled to balance 
advice that you, the reader, can use to survive under this 
debt regime with a structural analysis of  the system that 
put you in debt. The reason you have tens of  thousands 
of  dollars of  student loan debt or medical bills that you 
cannot pay is because we live in a society that refuses to 
make education and health care accessible and free to all. 
You didn’t make some horrible mistake to get into the 
situation you are in. You are not a failure, and millions 
of  people are in similarly dire straits. To again quote one 
of  Strike Debt’s early slogans: You are not alone/You are 
not a loan.

  There is strength in numbers. Individually our 
debts overwhelm us; collectively our debts can overwhelm 
the system. There are ways of  fighting back and reclaiming 
our lives and our communities from the current state of  
affairs. We are not looking for debt “forgiveness”; what we 
seek is the abolition of  debt profiteering and its replace-
ment by a society that nurtures the common good.

  We should be clear: we are not against all debt nor 
are we against credit. Rather, we call for new, fair arrange-
ments that help us exceed the boundaries of  the present 
(as credit does) without burdening the future in chains of  
compound interest.

THE RESISTANCE IS GROWING

 All around the world, debtors are rattling the chains 
of  debt. We are seeing debt for what it is—a form of  dom-
ination and exploitation—and we are collectively rising up 
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against it. From Chile to Québec, students have combined massive waves of  
protests with organizational initiatives to challenge the debt bondage that 
results from corporatized education. Countries like Spain and Greece are 
experiencing massive popular uprisings against austerity. Their governments 
have prioritized paying back foreign bondholders over providing for the peo-
ple, and the people have had enough.

 Students in Québec have popularized the symbol of  the red square to 
signify being financially “squarely in the red” amid tuition hikes, cuts in social 
entitlements and the specter of  spiraling student and consumer debt. In Eu-
rope, where elites tried to pass on the costs of  their sovereign debt crises to 
the most vulnerable populations—the young and the poor—protesters have 
shouted, “We won’t pay for your crisis!” 

Occupy Wall Street is another incarnation of  this global uprising. Since 
the fall of  2011, it has helped expose the double standards that have al-
lowed the oligarchs to maintain their rule even as they ravage the economy. 
Nowhere are these double standards more apparent than in Wall Street’s re-
lationship with debt. Every month, the 99% dutifully make debt payments 
under conditions set by the 1%. Like an ancient tribute payment to the em-
pire, we pay our mortgages, student loans, credit card, car and medical debts, 
and Wall Street gobbles up the profit. If  an individual refuses to make these 
payments, the banks and the government have the means to ruin their life. In 
the years since the financial crash, the disparity between the generosity shown 
to Wall Street (more than three trillion dollars of  public money spent already, 
with an additional 12.2 trillion committed by the U.S. government) and the 
blatant lack of  relief  for household debtors and bankrupted municipalities 
has made it quite clear whose debts are expected to be honored and whose 
will be written off.

 One person’s debt is another’s profit. While Occupy Wall Street has been 
an encouraging sign that outrage around these issues is mounting, somehow 
the conversation about debt in the United States is still dominated by right-
wing pundits. They place all the blame for our nation’s mounting indebted-
ness on irresponsible individuals. Businessmen-turned-politicians tell us over 
and over again that we must slash social spending and entitlement programs 
because of  this deficit. It is time to set the record straight. 

As we have shown in this manual, millions of  us are the victims of  preda-
tory lending. And we understand that government debt is nothing like personal 
debt. Around the world, debt is used to justify the cutting of  basic services. The 
problem is not that we are broke but that our public wealth is being hoarded. 
We need a new social contract that puts public wealth to equitable use and 
enshrines the right to live without the requirement of  lifelong debt servitude.

 This is the beginning of  a radical debt resistance movement, and we 
need you to be a part of  it. There is a long and important history of  debt re-
sistance—a history that is as old as it is revolutionary—for us to learn from.
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looking bACkWARd

From ancient times to the present, there have been powerful debt resis-
tance movements that have challenged the harsh penalties associated with 
debt default, including debt enslavement and debt incarceration. In ancient 
Athens there was a practice of  enslaving either the debtor or one of  their 
family members if  their debt was unpaid. This practice expanded to the point 
that civil wars broke out between debtors and creditors so often that the very 
survival of  the city-state of  Athens was in question. This crisis stimulated a 
major change in the Athenian legal system that outlawed the debt enslave-
ment of  fellow citizens and became a model for many societies down to the 
formation of  the American republic.

There was still widespread debt incarceration in the United States after 
the “American Revolution.” (Even two signers of  the Declaration of  Inde-
pendence were later imprisoned!) The first major rebellion in U.S. history 
after independence, Shay’s Rebellion in 1786, was against foreclosures and 
debt imprisonment. It took many struggles throughout the first half  of  the 
nineteenth century to end the practice of  debt imprisonment. The great 
post-Civil War struggles against foreclosures on small farmers in the Midwest 
and South were moments of  insurrection against the rule of  the creditors’ 
logic. During the Great Depression, urban workers and rural farmers banded 
together to block home evictions and farm foreclosures. Workers also orga-
nized their own credit and mutual aid associations to create alternative ways 
to borrow and lend without the threat of  slavery and torture. Finally these 
insurrections forced the federal government into passing “personal bank-
ruptcy” laws that limited the “pound of  flesh” some capitalist creditors were 
demanding from workers who defaulted.

 Debt resistance movements have been the driving force behind many 
of  the most important struggles in the last twenty years. For example, the 
alter-globalization movement of  the late 1990s and early 2000s was a broad 
constellation of  social struggles against paying “odious” national debts to 
international banks. The global justice movement that emerged in much of  
the global south forced many banks (both private and international, like the 
World Bank and International Monetary Fund) to renegotiate the loans by 
cutting their interest rates, reducing the principal, and in some cases simply 
“forgiving” the loan.

 Along with these struggles against “national” debts there have been 
remarkable recent struggles against personal debt like the movement of  El 
Barzón in Mexico. In 1994, the Mexican peso dramatically lost value com-
pared to the dollar, which set off  a steep inflation that increased the interest 
on variable-rate loans and often made loans, including mortgages, that were 
denominated in U.S. dollars (as many were) ten times larger. This brought 
nearly 30% of  the people indebted to banks into default. The El Barzón 
movement began by claiming that the loan repayment conditions after the 
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collapse of  the peso were the fault the government and the banks, and 
that it would be unfair to hold the debtor responsible. Their slogan was, 
“Debo, no niego, pago lo justo” (“I owe, I don’t deny it, I’ll pay what is fair”). 
The movement grew rapidly across the country and was known both for 
its practical approach (by setting up legal consultation services for debtors) 
and its riveting tactics. It forced the government to come to the aid of  the 
embattled debtors and had a definitive positive impact on their situation.

looking FoRWARd

 Almost two decades later, Strike Debt, an offshoot of  Occupy Wall 
Street, emerged out of  a series of  open assemblies. It continues to spark 
conversations about debt as a global system of  domination and exploitation. 
Debt binds the 99%—although as we’ve seen in this manual it binds some 
people (women, people of  color, and the poor) more tightly than others.

Debt resistance can take many forms and Strike Debt is developing tac-
tics, resources and frameworks for generalizing the fight against the debt 
system. These initiatives include publishing this manual and hosting debtors’ 
assemblies; supporting the work of  the Occupy Student Debt Campaign and 
their Pledge of  Refusal; launching the “Rolling Jubilee,” a mutual-aid project 
that buys debt at steeply discounted prices and then abolishes it (to learn 
more, email rollingjubilee@gmail.com); and planning direct actions across 
the country, ranging from debt burnings to targeted shutdowns of  predatory 
lenders of  all kinds.

Planning for the slightly longer term, Strike Debt is focused on bring-
ing debt resistors together with the aim of  growing the struggle against 
debt into a force to be reckoned with. Imagine, if  you will, a global Debt-
ors’ Union made up of  a network of  lender-specific sub-unions. For ex-
ample, if  someone had a mortgage with Bank of  America, tuition debt 
from Sallie Mae and Citibank, and credit card debts with Wells Fargo 
and Chase, when this person joins the union they automatically join the 
sub-unions for Bank of  America, Sallie Mae, Citibank, Wells Fargo and 
Chase. These unions could, eventually, be platforms for sustained agita-
tion, providing support for strategic actions, including debt strikes, akin 
to the labor battles of  earlier eras.

Underlying all these projects is Strike Debt’s support for a Jubilee—a 
full cancellation of  all debts. Civilization after civilization has recognized that 
when debt gets unmanageable, it must be cancelled. This has happened many 
times throughout history. We should remember that there are conservative as 
well as revolutionary jubilees; debt cuts can save the system if  what follows 
is business as usual. A Debt Jubilee needs to be accompanied by a program 
of  social transformation. 

Consider this call for a global jubilee from David Graeber’s Debt: The 
First 5,000 Years:
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We are long overdue for some kind of  Biblical-style Jubilee: one that 
would affect both international debt and consumer debt. It would 
be salutary not just because it would relieve so much genuine human 
suffering, but also because it would be our way of  reminding ourselves 
that money is not ineffable, that paying one’s debts is not the essence 
of  morality, that all these things are human arrangements and that if  
democracy is to mean anything, it is the ability to all agree to arrange 
things in a different way. It is significant, I think, that since Hammurabi, 
great imperial states have invariably resisted this kind of  politics. 
Athens and Rome established the paradigm: even when confronted 
with continual debt crises, they insisted on legislating around the edges, 
softening the impact, eliminating obvious abuses like debt slavery, using 
the spoils of  empire to throw all sorts of  extra benefits at their poorer 
citizens (who, after all, provided the rank and file of  their armies), so 
as to keep them more or less afloat—but all in such a way as never to 
allow a challenge to the principle of  debt itself. The governing class of  
the United States seems to have taken a remarkably similar approach: 
eliminating the worst abuses (e.g., debtors’ prisons)*, using the fruits of  
empire to provide subsidies, visible and otherwise, to the bulk of  the 
population; in more recent years, manipulating currency rates to flood 
the country with cheap goods from China, but never allowing anyone to 
question the sacred principle that we must all pay our debts.

At this point, however, the principle has been exposed as a flagrant 
lie. As it turns out, we don’t ‘all’ have to pay our debts. Only some of  us 
do. Nothing would be more important than to wipe the slate clean for 
everyone, mark a break with our accustomed morality, and start again.

What is a debt, anyway? A debt is just the perversion of  a promise. 
It is a promise corrupted by both math and violence. If  freedom (real 
freedom) is the ability to make friends, then it is also, necessarily, the 
ability to make real promises. What sorts of  promises might genuinely 
free men and women make to one another? At this point we can’t even 
say. It’s more a question of  how we can get to a place that will allow us to 
find out. And the first step in that journey, in turn, is to accept that in the 
largest scheme of  things, just as no one has the right to tell us our true 
value, no one has the right to tell us what we truly owe.1

We all know that promises have been broken. The 1% have gambled with 
our livelihoods. In contrast to their recklessness, those of  us who advocate 
debt refusal take our collective responsibility very seriously. By dissolving the 
bonds which bind us to the 1%, we seek to forge new and equitable bonds 
with one another. We recognize that everyone deserves adequate housing, 
meaningful work, short hours, fair wages, access to health care and a truly 
liberating education. We cannot fulfill these obligations if  we continue to 
cooperate with the system as it currently exists. Why keep paying our money 
to the Wall Street mob? We know our resources could be better spent.

Remember: we don’t owe Wall Street anything, we owe each other ev-
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erything. The possibilities of  organizing around debt resistance are only be-
ginning to be realized. Strike Debt, like Occupy Wall Street, hopes to inspire 
autonomous action. It encourages all to resist. To contact Strike Debt, please 
email strikedebt@interoccupy.net or visit strikedebt.org.

RESOURCES: 

ARtiCleS And bookS

George Caffentzis, “University Struggles at the End of  the Edu-Deal,” Mute Maga-
zine, April 15, 2010 (tinyurl.com/DROMCaffentzis1).

George Caffentzis, “Workers Against Debt Slavery and Torture: An Ancient Tale 
with a Modern Moral,” Edu-Factory, July 2007 (tinyurl.com/DROMCaffentzis2).

Harry Cleaver, Jr., “Notes on the Origin of  the Debt Crisis,” Midnight Notes, 1990 
(tinyurl.com/DROMCleaver).

Silvia Federici, “African Roots of  US University Struggles: From the Occupy Move-
ment to the Anti-Student-Debt Campaign,” unsettling knowledges, January 2012 (ti-
nyurl.com/DROMFederici1).

Silvia Federici, “The Debt Crisis, Africa and the New Enclosures,” Midnight Notes, 
1990 (tinyurl.com/DROMFederici2).

Silvia Federici, George Caffentzis, and Ousseina Alidou (Eds.), A Thousand Flowers: 
Social Struggles Against Structural Adjustment in African Universities, (Trenton, NJ: Af-
rica World Press, 2000).

David Graeber, Debt: The First 5,000 Years, (New York, NY: Melville, 2011) (tinyurl.
com/DROMGraeber).

Midnight Notes Collective and Friends, Promissory Notes: From Crisis to Commons, 
2009 (tinyurl.com/DROMMidnight).

 NOTES

 1. David Graeber, Debt: The First 5,000 Years, (New York, NY: Melville, 2011) (ti-
nyurl.com/DROMGraeber), 390–391.
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A few years ago, Kimberly Palmer, the personal finance columnist for 
US News & World Report, decided to write a money guide for young 
women. She planned to give advice on saving, investing and paying off 
debt because, after all, women are bad with money and need extra help.

This is what the book industry and the media never tire of telling us. 
Amazon.com has a special “money management for women” category 
but no equivalent category for men. Major banks like Citigroup and 
Wachovia have special departments to guide women with their finances. 
Suze Orman- the doyenne of personal finance - has built a multimillion 
dollar industry selling books like “Women & Money: Owning the Power 
to Control Your Destiny.” Such titles help women address, as one 
Amazon.com reviewer put it, “The complicated (and often dysfunctional) 
relationship women have with personal finance.” More books on this 
shelf: “SHOO, Jimmy Choo! The Modern Girl’s Guide to Spending Less 
and Saving More” and “Does This Make My Assets Look Fat?”

Apparently, we’re all a paycheck away from being like Carrie Bradshaw 
and blowing $40,000 on Manolo Blahniks instead of saving for a down 
payment on an apartment. We all have an inner Rebecca Bloomwood, 
the protagonist in the Shopaholic series. We need help.

Not really. After a look at the data, Palmer changed her mind. The Bureau 
of Labor Statistics reports that single men and women between the ages 
of 25 and 34 spend at similar levels. The main difference is that single 
men spend more on transportation, while single women spend more on 
apparel and services. (Men, incidentally, spend about twice as much on 
alcohol and $600 more on car purchases.)
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As for credit, men and women aren’t that different. A higher proportion 
of women carry some credit card debt compared with men - 76 percent 
to 67 percent. But men on average carry higher dollar amounts of debt. 
According to Experian, a global credit group, credit scores - a measure 
of fiscal responsibility - show nearly no difference between men and 
women.

When it comes to investing, women might actually be savvier. A 2001 
study titled “Boys Will Be Boys: Gender, Overconfidence and Common 
Stock Investment” analyzed 35,000 households and found that men 
traded stocks about 50 percent more often than women, driving up their 
costs and lowering their returns. And women, it appears, are less likely to 
invest in the types of exotic financial products that caused the Dow to go 
spiraling. In a nationwide survey of hundreds of investors in March 2009, 
one in eight men, but only one in every 40 women, had “made riskier 
investments looking for long-term growth” in the previous week.

On the savings front, women could certainly do better. The Transamerica 
Center for Retirement estimates that a single woman should have 
$500,000 by the time she retires. Yet only one in 10 single women who 
responded to a survey saved more than $100,000, and one-third saved 
less than $25,000. Only 6 percent have calculated how much they will 
need to fund their lifestyle once they stop working. But this isn’t a female 
problem; it’s an American one: There is little evidence that women save 
less than men. A survey from TD Ameritrade about financial goals for 
2011 found that 68 percent of women said they resolve to save more 
money in 2011, up from 60 percent in 2009, while 62 percent of men said 
the same.

With all these facts showing that women are no less financially informed 
than men, Palmer broke out of the pink ghetto and wrote a gender-
neutral personal finance book for twenty- and thirty-somethings called 
“Generation Earn: The Young Professional’s Guide to Spending, Investing 
and Giving Back.” Still, the advice books aimed at women continue to be 
published and bought. “Does This Make My Assets Look Fat?” is the 
30th most-popular book in the Money Management for Women category. 
SHOO, Jimmy Choo!, a year after its release, is the 54th most-popular 
book. Why?



The market for money-advice books for women may reflect a confidence 
gap. Ramit Sethi, 28, a personal-finance blogger and author of “I Will 
Teach You To Be Rich,” surveyed 1,200 of his readers in 2007. A third of 
them were women. Sethi found that 58 percent of the men, compared 
with 44 percent of the women, said they felt “confident” about money 
and finances.

Even if women don’t really need extra help with money, more of them 
think they do. The authors of women-focused financial books capitalize 
on and reinforce these insecurities and perpetuate stereotypes about 
women and money with their “girl, get a clue” tone; their covers and titles 
that imply we are all out-of-control spenders on shoes and clothes; and 
their tendency to put financial concepts in the language of dieting and 
weight.

However, it’s possible that the bull market for lady financial-advice books 
won’t last forever, as the financial confidence gap appears to be closing. 
Women in their 20s and 30s are more sure of themselves financially than 
older Gen-X and Boomer women. FindLaw.com, a legal-affairs Web site, 
found in a 2009 national survey that married women between ages 18 
and 34 were more likely than married men or older women to play a 
significant role in understanding a couple’s finances.

Young women are also optimistic that they’ll rebound from this battered 
economy. Prudential’s 2010 study on women’s financial experiences and 
behaviors found that 59 percent of women aged 25 to 34 said they were 
confident they would recover their market losses, compared with 45 
percent overall. How about them assets?




